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ABSTRACT
“YOU DON’T HAVE TO HAVE COLLEGE KNOWLEDGE TO KNOW IT ALL”
MEANING-MAKING IN A PARTICIPATORY ADULT EDUCATION PROJECT

FEBRUARY 2005
SHERRY L. RUSSELL, B.A., OBERLIN COLLEGE
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
ED.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Gretchen Rossman

The purpose of this study was to explore the meaning participants made of a two
and half year long participatory action research and adult education project, the
Changes Project. Participating partners in the project were five adult basic education
programs including a literacy program, two ESOL programs, a workplace education
program and a college transition program. Project participants researched key issues
impacting their learning needs and goals, and these included: Welfare Reform,
Immigration Reform and the changing workplace. Participants in this study were ten
adults from four of the adult basic education programs, and four adult educators who
coordinated the program-based research teams. This was a qualitative study and the
primary method used for data collection was phenomenological in-depth interviews.
In order to be positive, contributing members of their communities and of
society, adults must be active participants in making the decisions that affect their lives.
A healthy and just society, a rich plurality, is one in which all of its members are
participants in its creation.
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Many adults enrolled in adult basic education programs, however, feel outside,
on the margins, and that they are not a part of these decisions. How can educational
programs that serve adults support them in becoming more active participants? How
can we create educational spaces that will help people who have historically been
silenced or marginalized to develop their feelings of confidence, power and ability?
This study explores these questions.
In addition, this dissertation explores the tensions inherent in
implementing and facilitating a participatory process. What does participatory mean?
What does it look like? How do you facilitate a participatory process? This study also
looks at the experience of the adult educators who participated in this project, believing
that we cannot talk about educational change without also looking at teacher change.
The results and recommendations emerging from this study are relevant
for adult educators, participatory researchers, policy makers and activists engaged in
legislation and action related to Welfare Reform, Immigration Reform, the changing
workplace, and adult education.
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CHAPTER 1

BACKGROUND, OVERVIEW AND QUESTIONS

Background
“You don’t have to have college knowledge to know it all,” Vicki - a friend and
participant in this study - told me. Her comment begs the question, what do we need to
know to function well in today’s society? By function well, I mean: having the means
to work towards reaching our goals (personal, professional, societal); having skills
which allow us to participate in designing social futures (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) voice, access, confidence, knowledge; feeling capable of acting to change the world contributing not only to what we know and do and say, but how we know and do and
speak; feeling connected to community, a part, and not separate; and being
enfranchised.
The trends in adult education, today (the term “adult education” is used here to
mean: adult basic education, adult secondary education, ESOL, and vocational training)
advocate programming which focuses primarily on assisting adults in meeting shorter
term goals - i.e. getting a job, passing the Graduate Equivalency Degree (GED) test but which provide little support in assisting people in working towards longer-term
goals, such as access, voice, and participation. Helping people to meet their more
immediate needs is critical, but to stop there is to stop short of creating meaningful,
sustainable change. A job training program, for example, may help a woman to get a
much needed job, but is it a job on which she can support herself and her family? If it is
low-wage work, if day care is not provided, if transportation to and from work is

1

difficult, if health care coverage is not adequate, then it is unlikely that it will lead to
self-sufficiency in the long run. Ongoing support is necessary to assist her in gaining
the skills, and/or access, needed to get and retain a living-wage job.
The band-aid approach to education helps to take care of pressing, immediate
concerns. It does not always lead, however, to sustainable change, and ultimately may
serve simply to perpetuate dependency. It stops short of challenging the structural roots
of the inequalities that have led to the problems these programs are designed to help. It
stops short of helping people to gain what is needed to participate in the crafting of our
society. I am interested in educational approaches that can lead to these kinds of
changes, changes that can help all of us to work towards designing a better future. I am
interested in educational approaches that help adults to contribute positively to their
communities and to society, to be in-power politically, to work towards meaningful
change of their own design, to be in control of the means and use of the production of
knowledge, and that encourages us all to act not just with our heads, but with our hearts,
as we act and live in common with others. I am interested, above all, in educational
approaches that are based on the recommendations of adult learners themselves about
what their needs and goals are.
In this study, I explore the meaning made by participants of an educational
initiative called the Changes Project. The Changes Project was a multi-faceted, multi¬
layered project involving six partners, three years, and over 600 participants. The goal
of the project was to use participatory education and research methods to look at how
the issues of Welfare Reform, Immigration Reform, and the changing workplace were
affecting the learning and achievement of adult students. The project was conducted
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regionally in Western Massachusetts, and involved a collaboration of five different
adult literacy and education sites. It was funded through a Field-Initiated Grant from
the Office of Educational Research and Improvement at the US Department of
Education (see Appendix for a full description of the project and its participants).
Each of the five participating adult literacy sites had a research team comprised
of adult learners from each site, and one Site Research Facilitator hired to facilitate and
coordinate the research. My research focuses on exploring the meaning the participants
made through their participation in the project. By participants, I mean the members of
the research teams - the adult learners and the Site Research Facilitators (please see the
Key to Terms). The research uses data gathered from a series of phenomenological indepth interviews conducted with each of the study’s participants, as well data gathered
through my participation in the project as a Site Research Facilitator for one of the
research teams.
In exploring the meaning the participants in the project made, I seek to gain a
better understanding of what types of educational approaches can lead to sustained and
meaningful change.

As Paolo Freire reminds us, “One of the tasks of the progressive

educator, through a serious, correct political analysis, is to unveil opportunities for
hope, no matter what the obstacles may be” (Yagelski, 2000, p. 189). In this study, it is
in the words of the participants themselves that I find possibility, insight, inspiration,
and hope.
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Guiding Questions
The primary questions this study explored are listed here. These questions
informed the choice of methods used, and structured the interviews and observations.
They served to both guide as well as to frame the research. The questions are: (1)
What meaning did participants make of the Changes Project? (2) How do the Changes
Project participants, including and Site Research Facilitators and team members,
describe their experiences of the project? And (3) In what ways has the Changes
Project influenced or changed its participants (i.e. future directions, perceptions, values,
self concept, knowledge, voice, etc.)?

Organization of Data
This section provides an overview of the organization of the data, and
background the choices made in the selection of chapters. The theoretical basis and
methods for the research are detailed in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively. As discussed
again in Chapter 3 in the Contextual Significance section, the literature and the data are
woven together throughout the study. This was a deliberate choice, as was the choice to
try - to the extent possible - to use language that would be accessible to the
participants. Not all of the participants have familiarity with academese. I am afraid
that I have not been entirely successful, however. I have not been able to keep myself
from slipping into the lingo, and certainly quotes I have used, from people who are
writing for an academic audience, exemplify the conventions of academic discourse.
My apologies extended in advance to the participants.
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Additionally, I focused the initial portion of this inquiry on the two participants
with whom I worked most closely during the course of the Changes Project, Kelly and
Vicki from the Read/Write/Now program. I worked with Vicki and Kelly for several
years as a volunteer tutor in the program, and then for several years after that as the Site
Research Facilitator of the Read/Write/Now Changes Project research team, of which
Vicki and Kelly were the two primary members (besides myself). In gathering data
from Vicki and Kelly for this study, I was able to draw upon a multiplicity of sources
from the years we had worked together, as well as on the data from the in-depth
interviews. It is their stories and their voices which informed my initial understanding
and organization of the data, and which is the background for the remainder of the
inquiry.
The presentation of the data begins in Chapter 4 with Vicki and Kelly, and is the
lengthiest chapter. I then present an analysis in Chapter 5 of the data gathered from the
team members from three of the other Changes Project teams: Isabel, Solana,
Thanyaluk, Dolores, Min, Erica and Angela, from the International Language Institute,
or ILI; the Center for New Americans, or CNA; and the Mentor Program. The final
data chapter, Chapter 6, is a presentation of the data gathered from the Site Research
Facilitators (SRFs) of the three teams mentioned - ILI, CNA and the Mentor Program and in which I also include some of my own reflections and experiences as a SRF with
the Read/Write/Now team.
The thematic organization of the data most closely corresponds between the two
team member chapters (Chapters 4 & 5): the more in-depth look at the experiences and
stories of Vicki and Kelly, and the presentation of the data gathered from the team
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members of ILI, CNA, and the Mentor Program. The data gathered from the Site
Research Facilitators is qualitatively different and therefore suggested a separate
organizational structure.
The themes in the Site Research Facilitator chapter (Chapter 6) are quite
different from those in the chapters (Chapters 4 & 5) about the team members reflecting the differences in their stories and experiences. The Site Research
Facilitators experiences and reflections fell into two main categories:
1. Reflections on the first phase of the project and the initial challenges and angst
that went with the attempts to understand what the project was about, how to be
a facilitator within it and the tensions around the questions, “what is
participatory”, “is this project participatory?” and “are we capable of facilitating
a participatory process?” and,
2. Reflections on what was learned as a result of the work with the project. This
includes what was learned in terms of what it means to be an educator, what
types of educational processes support transformation that will lead to a more
just society, what is the basis for social change, and reflections on personal
transformation.
In the first section of the chapter on the SRFs (Chapter 6), I include my own
words and experiences explicitly, but do not in the second. I have done it this was
because my reflections and analysis, my stance, my learning, the ways in I have been
transformed through my participation in the project and through conducting this study
are reflected throughout this writing, inseparable from the process and product of this
research. It would have been repetitive to explicitly name these again in the SRF
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Change section. Finally, the SRFs had very different experiences of the project, and
this is reflected not only in the content of their words, but in the presence - or absence of their voices in each of the sections.
The remainder of this discussion will focus on the organization of the data
collected from the Team Members. The data collected from the Team Members is
organized based on the team members’ stories about their experiences of the Changes
Project in terms of how their participation affected how and what they came to know,
and how their views of themselves as knowers changed. Peter Park’s epistemology of
knowledge (Park 1993, 1998) - based on Habermas (1972) and informed by Freire
(1970, 1973, 1987) - seemed appropriate.

He categorizes knowledge into three

primary types: relational, reflective and representational (Park, 1998). I offer an
overview of each here, but a more a more in-depth description of the three categories is
appears in the presentation of the data in Chapters 4 and 5.
Relational knowing is knowing in relationship - knowing that is learned and
enacted through connection with others. It includes empathy or “adopting] the
perspective of the other” (Goldberger, et. al., 1996, p. 224), and is a knowing that is
created and enacted with both head and heard, cognition as well as emotion. It is
related to Belenky, Goldberger and Tarule’s concept of “connected knowing” (Belenky,
et. al., 1986) and is about reaching out, compassion, understanding, valuing, respect and
acceptance. It “involves moving toward another through empathy and connection”
(Gilly, 2003, p. 78). Representational Knowledge (Park 1998), which I also refer to in
this study as How-to Knowledge, is knowledge that one can apply concretely to adapt to
or to change one’s physical environment. It is knowledge that allows us to do
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something now that we could not before, such as read and write better, speak English
better, or plan and carry out various aspects of research. It is also knowledge that is
about being informed, or having information that one needs, as well as knowledge about
how to access information and resources.
Reflective Knowledge (Park, 1998) is related to Freire’s conception of critical
consciousness (Freire, 1973). It is a way of knowing that is about analysis and critical
reflection or “standing back from another’s experience” (Gilly, 2003, p. 78). It is useful
here to bring in comments from Freire and Park reiterated later in the data analysis
section because these concepts are so central to their work. Freire’s “critical
consciousness” or “conscientization” is foundational and has had a profound influence
on nonformal adult education. It is integral to Peter Park’s conception of “reflective
knowledge”. Park describes reflective knowledge as knowledge that involves critique,
and the expression of that critique is in the context of what people, “wish to achieve as
self-reliant and self-determining human beings” (Park, 1993, p. 7). Freire’s
conscientization represents the, “development of the awakening of critical awareness”
(Freire, 1993, p. 18). And - critical awareness occurs when a person, “not as a recipient
but as a knowing subject, reaches a deeper awareness both of the socio-cultural reality
on which his life is built and of his ability to transform that reality” (Freire, 1970, p.
27). Reflective knowledge is about analysis of the world and ourselves in it, is
connected to our actions to make the world a place we want to live in, and is intertwined
with social values.
These three categories of knowledge are relevant in relationship to the team
members’ comments, and have been a useful tool for organizing the data, but they don’t
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tell the whole story. In exploring the team members’ words, a number of additional
concepts became clear. These are:
1.

Ways of knowing are connected. What we know and how we know we
know do not fall into neat, tidy, separate categories. There is much over¬
lapping.

2.

Knowledge and identity are integrally entwined. As the team members’
knowledge evolved, so too did their conceptions of themselves.

3.

Empathy is not relegated to one category (e g., relational knowing). It
was present throughout all three, very much a part, never separate.

4.

Knowing is connected to doing. There was no knowledge that was not
connected to its application. In addition, the knowledge acquired was
always applied to try to address perceived inequities and to make
positive change in the team members’ lives and in the lives of their
family members, the members of their communities, and those with
whom they worked.

5.

The more knowledge acquired, the more confidence gained in self as
Knower and Doer, the more the desire to work to affect positive change
increased, and the more actions were taken to this end.

6.

Voice, which is of language, is the vehicle for creating knowledge. It is
the “animator” (Tarule in Golberger et al., 1993). It is also integrally
connected to identity, and to action.
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These concepts about the ways in which the types of knowledge are inter-linked,
and in which knowledge is connected to action and to identity, are iterated in Gilly’s
description of Peter Park’s process of knowledge generation:
Learning is best understood using an expanded epistemology. The group
creates different forms of knowledge together. They create fiinctional
knowledge, accurate representations of ideas or objects in order to predict
or control (Park, 2001). The members also engage in dialogue about how
they understand the world in order to create a common understanding. By
understanding how another person acts and sees the world each individual
comes to a greater understanding of her or him self. Over time the
participants may also develop relational knowledge between them if their
relationships remain positive, where all are committed to working toward
a positive future together (Richards, 1998). And if “all successful adult
education groups sooner or later become social action groups” (Elias &
Merriam, 1995, p.64), as Edward Lindeman believed, then reflective
knowledge is also created through dialogue, reflection, and consciousnessraising into the conditions of the group’s world (Park, 2001). When the
group then takes action to make changes they come to understand their
world at the visceral and emotional levels, they learn with “mind/heart”
(Park, 2001). (Gilly, 2003)
In the Changes Project, however, the process of knowledge generation was not as linear
or delineated a process as described above. Therefore, while the presentation of the
data in Chapters 4 and 5, follows a framework based on the three types of knowledge,
there is inter-linking and circularity. This is because the ways of knowing - as
expressed by the team members - were concurrent, they informed each other.
Knowledge of others - compassion, empathy, connection, and cognitive understanding was a constant underlying theme. This wasn’t just about knowing and liking each other.
From the beginning it was tied into perspectives on how the world impacts us, how the
world is reflected in who we are and how we are in the world - and so it was never
divorced from analyses of how the world works. Looking at you I see the world; this is
how the world is; this is how it made you; this is how we act in the world; this is how
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we’d like the world to be; this is what we’ll do to make it that way. This multi¬
dimensional and iterative process is reflected in Chapters 4 and 5 in the undercurrents
and overlays that run through and connect each section.
It was also true in the Changes Project that acting in the world to make change
changed us. As Phyllis Cunnigham says, “Transformation ... is social as well as
personal” (1993, p. 5). For the Changes Project members, knowledge was connected to
relationship was connected to empathy was connected to analysis was connected to
action was connected to reflection was connected to identity was connected to voice
was connected to our lives and how we live was connected to knowledge in a
continuous cyclical process. It was “learning [and doing] that involved heads, hearts,
bodies, souls, and significant relationships” (Gilly, 2003, p. 79).
Let me take a moment here also to reiterate the overlap between voice,
knowledge and identity. It too is an iterative process: voice informs knowledge and
knowledge informs voice and both inform identity. Voice, knowledge and identity are
integrally connected. The communities to which we belong, in which we speak and in
which we act, shape our voices, but they also shape our knowledge. As Jill Tarule
articulates.
In this theory, voice is an integral component in the thinking process, in
knowing, Out Loud or silently, voice animates thinking, produces thought,
and enables the thinker to stabilize and expand her thought.... It is not
enough to speak to an empty car. What animates both voice and listening
in ‘the space between us’ (Josselson, 1992), is dialogue, and it is dialogue
that helps to create and solidify thought. (Goldberger, Tarule, Clinchy &
Belenky, 1996, p. 279)
Woven throughout considerations of voice and knowledge, are of course, considerations
of who we are, and who we create each other to be.
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Identity underlies all conceptions of voice, knowledge and education. Kenneth
Bruffee talks about this,
Learning, as we were experiencing it, was not just inextricably related to
that new social relationship among us. It was identical with it and
inseparable from it. To paraphrase Richard Rorty’s account of learning, it
was not a shift inside us that now suited us to enter new relationships with
reality and with other people. Learning was that shift in our language
which constituted relations with others, (p. 18) (Goldberger, et al., 1993, p.
280)
A shift in voice is a shift in self is a shift in knowledge, and the process circles round.
The relationships between voice, knowledge and identity can best be represented, I
think, by the metaphors of air, wind and water. Each animates the other and in essential
ways, each is part of the other. In the same way, the sections in Chapters 4 and 5
animate each other. They are integral to each other, separated for analytical and
rhetorical purposes, but not meant to stand in isolation.
In the presentation of the team members’ data (Chapters 4 & 5), Vicki and
Kelly’s (RWN) (Chapter 4) is categorized slightly differently than the team members’
from ELI, CNA, and the Mentor Program (MP). The DLI, CNA, and MP team members’
data is categorized into three themes, following Peter Park’s three knowledge
categories, whereas the RWN data is categorized into five. The RWN data includes
Voice and Self As Knower as separate categories, in addition to the three knowledge
themes. I chose to organize it this way for several reasons. The first is that Vicki and
Kelly’s data seemed to lend itself to this thematic structure (and they agreed). Voice,
for example, was such a powerful piece of the work for them, something they felt so
strongly about, that emphasizing it by presenting it as a separate theme was appropriate.
The same is true with Self As Knower. They spoke so eloquently about the ways in
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which their conceptions of themselves had changed. It was a significant enough piece
of their experience to include as a category of its own.
Secondly, I had so much data from Vicki and Kelly that choosing to use more
categories rather than less made sense as a narrative device. Chunked down into
smaller pieces, it is simply easier to read. It is not that the themes of Voice and Self as
Knower - or identity - are not present for the other team members. Instead, in the
thematic organization of their stories and experiences these two themes are integrated
throughout rather than addressed separately. Below is a visual representation of the
thematic organization of the data. These bold headings are represented as five separate
themes for Vicki and Kelly, and as three for the ILI, CNA and MP team members Isabel, Solana, Thanyaluk, Dolores, Min, Dolores, Erica and Angela. Empathy is
present throughout.

Relational
Knowledge
Voice

Reflective
Knowledge

Instrumental
Knowledge

^
E

M

P

A

T

H

Y

Self As KnoweH

Figure 1. Themes in the data.

Finally, in the RWN data (Chapter 4) I have categorized Reflective Knowledge
as “Critically Empathic Knowing”. I did this to emphasize the presence of empathy in
all ways of knowing, including reflective. I used Park’s initial term “Critical
Knowledge” (1993) for this category of knowing because it fit better with “empathic” a choice based simply on how it sounded, and not because I intended a different
meaning. I did not include “empathy” in the title of this categoiy in the presentation of
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the second set of team member data. Instead, I have wanted to make clear initially that
empathy is something that runs throughout all of the knowledge categories (again, see
the diagram above). Action is similarly interconnected. As mentioned above, knowing
was never separate from doing, knowledge from its application. As knowledge, ability
and confidence increased, so too did the desire to act for positive change. Action, in
turn, developed knowledge. It was an iterative process - action, reflection, action knowledge, voice, identity.

A Note on Quotes
In quoting the words of the participants in this study I have edited out “urns,”
“ahs,” and some ‘‘likes.” I did this not to change the meaning of the participants’
words, but rather to enhance readability. In addition, several of the participants, in
rereading their words, complained. They thought they sounded silly or stupid with all
of the vocal pauses included. They asked that I trim a bit. Finally, because this is not a
discourse analysis, by so doing, I did not feel I was compromising the integrity of the
study. Elliptical pauses in the quotations indicate a place where either I could not hear
what the participants were saying, or have deleted words that are repetitive - again, for
the sake of readability. When I have inserted my own words - for clarification, or as a
substitute for missing words -1 indicate this by using brackets.

A Note on Drawing Conclusions from the Data
The data contained in this dissertation is the narrations of the participants’
stories of their lives. These are their narrations, not their lives. It is not my intention to
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draw inferences from the data suggesting some inherent truth about their lives. While it
is true that there is some relationship between someone saying they feel more powerful
and someone being more powerful, it does not necessarily mean they are more
powerful. In my comments following the participants’ quotes, I do not intend to
connote a static notion of self, nor that what they participants have said is more than just
that, what they have said. I draw inferences from their comments about the ways in
which the project had an impact on their lives, but my purpose is not to insinuate that
the participants’ statements equal the reality of their lives. Their statements are made in
the context of our interviews, and in relation to the project. The way they feel and act
will vary from situation to situation, and will change over time. The stories the
participants tell as reported in this dissertation are simply that - stories about their lives.
They are perspectives, reflections, narrations - and I have not intended to represent
these as portrayals of their actual lives.

Key Terms and Abbreviations
1.

The Changes Project - CP: The project on which this study is based see Background, Chapter 1 and Appendix.

2.

Site Research Facilitators - SRFs: The facilitators of the Changes
Project research teams.

3.

Team Members: The members of the Changes Project research teams.
Occasionally, this may be used to refer to an SRF as well, and if so, that
will be made clear.
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4.

Participants: Participants in this study - team members and SRFs.
Occasionally, this may refer to an outside participant in the Changes
Project, and if so, that will be made clear.

5.

Participatory Action Research - PAR: English for Speakers of Other
Languages - ESOL; English programs for non-native speakers who are
living in an English-speaking environment.

6.

English as a Foreign Language - EFL: English programs for non-native
speakers who are not living in an English-speaking environment.

7.

Adult Basic Education - ABE: Nonformal education programs for
adults that include but are not limited to, literacy, GED, workplace
education, ESOL, and transitional programs (e.g. bridging programs
between high school or GED and college).

8.

Read/Write/Now - RWN: An adult literacy program, one of the
participating programs in the Changes Project (see Appendix).

9.

International Language Institute - DLI: An ESOL program, one of the
participating programs in the Changes Project (see Appendix).

10.

Center for New Americans - CAN: An ESOL program, focusing
primarily on newly arrived immigrants, one of the participating programs
in the Changes Project (see Appendix).

11.

The Mentor Program - MP: A transitional program, helping students to
transition from high school or a GED program to college, focusing
primarily but not exclusively on single mothers. One of the participating
programs in the Changes Project (see Appendix).
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12.

Holyoke Community College - HCC: The community college that
housed the Mentor Program, and the Western Massachusetts System for
Adult Basic Education (SABES). SABES coordinated the Changes
Project (see Appendix).

13.

University of Massachusetts - UMass: The university where the
principal advisor to the project was based (see Appendix), in which I am
currently enrolled as a doctoral student, and which housed the Labor
Management and Workplace Education Project (LMWEP) which was
also a participating program in the Changes Project, but that is not in this
study (see Appendix).

Anonymity
In this dissertation, I have changed the names of the team members and the Site
Research Facilitators who participated in the research. Although each participant
consented to have their names used (and signed a consent form to that effect), rather
than risk any potentially harmful consequences to them, I felt it best to use pseudonyms.

Assumptions. Values and Beliefs, and Purpose Restatement
I would like to begin by talking about why I believe it is important, as an
educator, to be explicit in naming my value stance. I will then reiterate my stance, and
restate the purpose of this study, mentioned also in Chapter Two under Contextual
Significance. I will start with the assertion that all education is political. Certainly, all
education involves change. The type of change that occurs will be determined in large
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part by the philosophical foundation and underlying assumptions upon with the program
- or policy or project or school - rests. Whether one is consciously aware of the
ideology informing the structure and activities of a program or school, or not, it is a part
of every educational effort - and influences everything from curriculum content and
methods used to the arrangement of the furniture in a classroom. Named or unnamed,
every educator and every educational initiative acts upon, and is influenced by, a
particular set of values and beliefs, and this is always subjective. It is in this sense that
education is political.
Those who are in the position to determine the best values and beliefs to use in
forming schools and programs are usually also those who - in general - have a greater
say in creating the type of society we live in. They are those who hold positions of
power and influence in society, representatives of “official knowledge,” members of the
dominant discourse community. As Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis point out,
Schools have always played a critical role in determining students’ life
opportunities. Schools regulate access to orders of discourse - that is, the
relationship of discourses in a particular social space and to symbolic
capital; symbolic meanings that have currency in access to employment,
political power, and cultural recognition. (Cope& Kalantzis, 2000, p. 18).
It is therefore impossible to talk about education without, overtly or not, invoking the
power dynamics inherent within (and around) it.
Paulo Freire never wrote or spoke about education without invoking its political
nature and the power dynamics inherent within it. In his words, “It is impossible to
deny, except intentionally or by innocence, the political aspect of education” (Mayo,
1999, p. 58). Jane Thompson reiterates this belief.
There is no such thing as a neutral education process. Education either
functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate the integration of
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generations into the logic of the present system and bring about
conformity to it, or it becomes the ‘practice of freedom’, the means by
which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and
discover how to participate in the transformation of the world. (Mayo,
1999, p. 5)
And, Jerome Bruner states:
Education, however gratuitous or decorative it may seem or profess to be,
provides skills, ways of thinking, feeling, and speaking, that later may be
traded for “distinctions” in the institutionalized “markets” of a society. In
this deeper sense, then, education is never neutral, never without social
and economic consequences. However much it may be claimed to the
contrary, education is always political in this broader sense. Even the more
recent and seemingly obvious objective of equipping all with ‘basic
literacy’ is premised on moral-political grounds, however pragmatically
those grounds may be justified.
School curricula and classroom “climates” always reflect
inarticulate cultural values as well as explicit plans; and these values are
never far removed from considerations of social class, gender, and the
prerogatives of social power. .. education does not stand alone, and it
cannot be designed as if it did. It exists in culture. And culture, whatever
else it is, is also about power, distinctions, and rewards. Now, school is a
culture itself, not just a ‘preparation’ for it, “a warming up.” (Bruner,
1996, pp. 25-28)
Education is imbued with the culture and beliefs of a society. It is defined and
designed by those within the society who have the power and vested interest to do so.
All participants - teachers, students, policy makers - in a particular educational system
or initiative either perpetuate it, resist it, are created by it, or all three in some degree
simultaneously. As an educator, the question becomes not so much whether or not
education is political, but what one’s own stance within it is. Freire reiterates,
“Educators must ask themselves for whom and on whose behalf they are working”
(Mayo, 1999, p. 60). In the sense that interplays of power are always present in
education, as an educator, our work is invariably on the behalf of one set of convictions
or another, one group of people or another. The better able we are to articulate “on
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whose behalf and for whom,” the more clearly and conscientiously we can work
towards our goals.
However, if one seeks to implement educational programs that ultimately
result in a challenge of the status quo, one must be aware that where issues
of power are at stake, risk is involved (hooks). People are protective of
their way of life, their values, their ideals, and when they perceive a threat,
they attack it - one way or another.
Some time ago, at friend’s wedding, I found myself in a discussion with her uncle who I will call Jim, a came-over-on-the-Mayflower type of New Englander. Knowing
that I was “in education” he brought his complaints to me. Essentially, what he said
was that schools “these days” need more discipline. He recommended a Marine Corps
model because, as he said, “The Marine Corps can take anyone, whether they’re smart
or not, no matter where they come from, and turn them around in just ninety days.”
He went on to say:
I know, I know, it’s not a popular argument, but I just see something
fundamentally wrong with how things are going these days. In the old
days, it used to be that we were all just Americans. We didn’t have this
kind of American and that kind of American, we just had Americans.
Now, everybody has to have their own special program, their own
this and their own that, and it’s all falling apart. What I think we need is
more common experiences - that’s what we used to have more of, more
common experiences - so we can all become Americans. I think
mandatory army service would be a good thing.
I go down to Salem, and it just makes me sick to hear all those
people speaking Spanish. They’re in America, they need to learn English,
but they go to school, and there’s this special bilingual program, and that
special program, and pretty soon, they don’t think they need to learn
English at all! And what’s more, the schools are agreeing with them. And
then there’s our foreign policy ... all these countries we’re pouring money
into, and look at what they’re doing with it...
Jim and I have different perspectives, but in reflecting on the conversation later, I
realized that on two fundamental points, we agreed. We both believe that things are not
quite right with the world, and that changes are needed. And, we both believe that
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education has the power to make change. However, what Jim was saying was that he
felt that his way of life was threatened. He wanted a return to “the way things were”,
when he knew what an “American” was, and it was someone who looked like him. He
feels out of control, he has a sense that things are slipping, and he wants the state to step
in a take a stronger hand in maintaining order and discipline, and to get things back to
the way they ought to be
Giroux and Aronowitz describe this dynamic, specifically, here, in relation to
perceived threats to “Western civilization”:
Here we have all the elements of an elitist sensibility: abhorrence of mass
culture; a rejection of experience as the arbiter of taste and pedagogy; and
a sweeping attack on what is called “cultural relativism,” especially on
those who want to place popular culture, ethnic and racially based
cultures, and cultures grounded in sexual communities (either feminist or
gay and lesbian) on a par with classical Western traditions. For
conservatives, each of these elements represents a form of antiintellectualism that threatens the moral authority of the state.
Consequently, much more than economic survival is at stake: at issue is
the survival of Western civilization as it represents itself through 2,500
years of philosophy, historiography, and literature. (Giroux & Aronowitz,
1991, p. 27)
There is a lot at stake, and people feel they have a lot to lose. Their very way of life is
under threat. Schools are intended to be institutions that help to stabilize society and
perpetuate mainstream values and ideals, and produce the types of workers we need to
keep the economy healthy. If they are perceived as not doing this, not fulfilling their
mandate, then they are considered to be, "... frontline institutions that have reneged on
their public responsibility to educate students into the dominant traditions of Western
culture.” (Giroux & Aronowitz, 1991, p. 39) The desire to protect, then, is profound. It
becomes a battle for not just dominance, but for the right to be. It becomes a war, not
just of position, but of identity. “At issue is the question of diversity in ways of
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producing knowledge, and more broadly, the validity of the distinction between
legitimate intellectual knowledge and other kinds of knowledge.” (Giroux, 1991, p. 17)
It brings into question just that - what is legitimate knowledge?
One of the difficulties in challenging the status quo is that much of the
underlying values and beliefs are invisible. The “norm” is just that - normal. It’s the
way things ought to be, natural, right. There is a hegemony of thought and of discourse
to which resistance is problematic because the underlying assumptions are subverted,
hidden. The first challenge lies in a complex defrocking, the finding of the invisibility
cloak. How can you resist something that has been so successfully hidden that its
existence is no longer either denied or confirmed?
The first challenge, then, is to reveal the value-stance inherent in any way of
being and type of knowing. Foucault articulates this:
The real political task in a society such a ours is to criticize the working of
institutions which appear to be both neutral and independent; violence
which has always exercised itself obscurely through them will be
unmasked, so that we can fight fear (Foucault 1974: 171). (Ball, 1990, p.
7).
This is critical. In this unmasking, the power-relations inherent in the creation and
dissemination of knowledge are revealed, “...power legitimates a particular view of the
world, and privileges a specific rendering of knowledge” (Giroux & Aronowitz, 1991,
p. 51). You cannot resist what you cannot see. Once the inherent power dynamics are
revealed, however, a space for resistance is created.
It is from this space that action arises. It is in this space that we can begin to
make room for other ways of being and doing and talking and knowing - if that is our
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goal. Again, however, the first step is in being able to see - it is in the unveiling.
Maxine Greene reminds us.
The trick in "granting audibility" to heretofore muted voices, however, is
both to recognize the power relations inherent in the very act of deciding
who gets to speak and whose voices count, and to do something in
response to those voices. (Ayers, 1995, p. 19)
What we choose to do in response - and in fact, whether we choose to do anything at all
- is based upon our own values and beliefs.
The first challenge, therefore, is to reveal the value-stance inherent in any type
of knowing, and the second challenge lies in articulating one’s own. This is particularly
critical for educators, since whether we are cognizant of it or not, our actions work
towards either the maintenance of the existing status quo, towards the challenging of it,
towards both simultaneously, or towards the creation of something that is not defined
solely by its juxtaposition either against or for.
My value-stance is this. I believe:
•

That educational initiatives for adults (and here I am referring specifically to
adult basic education, ESOL, and vocational education) should be based on what
the adults themselves say about what is important to them.

•

That adult recipients of education are the experts on their lives, needs and goals,
and should be valued as such.

•

That it is important to be conscious of issues of race, class, ethnicity, and gender
in how we talk about the goals and purposes of education.

•

That it is through the means and processes that underlie how knowledge and
knowledge claims are valued that members of a society are either subordinate or
dominant.
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•

That knowledge has value because of the power dynamics and beliefs of the
society in which it is created, disseminated, and reiterated.

•

That having the means to create, challenge, disseminate and participate in the
valuing of knowledge and ways of knowing is to move from object to subject.

•

In the worth of educational initiatives, policies and programs, that help those
who are disenfranchised to gain voice, and to better participate in society and in
the decisions that affect them, their families, and their communities.

•

In the value of educational efforts that help people to be “in-power politically”
(Park, 1993) and able to work towards social change they deem necessary.

•

In the value of educational programs that support people in becoming, or
continuing to be, positive contributing members of society.

•

In challenging those that stop short of that.

•

That it is essential to be clear about my own value stance.

•

That I must constantly listen with wide-open ears and mind and heart, and that I
will change.

•

In the importance of working towards types of education that open spaces for us
to work collectively for common purposes, and to build healthy communities.

•

In the value of education that teaches us to act, and to live, with empathy and
compassion.
We need to create spaces for participation in the making and remaking of

society by all of its members, and specifically, by those who are currently at the
margins. Creating spaces for wider participation is about learning to listen - and to
speak - in ways and places we haven’t before, it’s about recognizing and respecting that
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knowledge, and ways of knowing, come in many forms, and that our ways of doing and
being are not the only, nor the best for all. A commitment to fuller participation means
a commitment to enabling practice. Jill Tarule voices her questions about this, “I
especially wondered how ... [we]... could contribute to transforming practices so that
marginalized groups, that is, women and others, would be more likely to experience
themselves as competent, more likely to excel” (Goldberger, et al., 1996, p. 276). This
is about practice that enables its participants to be, or to become crafters, disseminators
and critiquers of knowledge. This is practice that enables those who have not had a say
to come to voice, and in doing so, to believe that what they have to say, that who they
are, and that how they know, is valuable, is powerful.
I think it is worth inserting the full length of a quote from Maxine Green here,
because of the resonance of the beliefs and goals she so eloquently articulates with my
own. This is from an interview with William Ayers.
In hearing these voices and others too long muted by dominant paradigms
and those who would maintain their dominance, Maxine Greene, in The
Dialectic of Freedom (1988), calls on us all to respond—to dare to give up
old ways of thinking and acting, and to awaken, or reawaken, the
consciousness of possibility.
She dares us to respond in order to, “seek a vision of education that
brings together the need for wide-awakeness with the hunger for
community, the desire to know with the wish to understand, the desire to
feel with the passion to see.
I am aware of the pluralism in this country, the problem of special
interests, the dissonances and enmities. I am aware of my ambivalence
with respect to equality and with respect to justice as well. Fundamentally,
perhaps, I am conscious of the tragic dimension in every human life.
Tragedy, however, discloses and challenges; often, it provides images of
men and women on the verge. We may have reached a moment in our
history when teaching and learning, if they are to happen meaningfully,
must happen on the verge. Confronting a void, confronting nothingness,
we may be able to empower [people] to create and re-create a common
world—and, in cherishing it, in renewing it, discover what it signifies to
be free (Greene, 1988, p. 23). (1995, p. 21)
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Freire echoes Maxine Greene’s belief in the power of education to make change,
“literacy for Freire is inherently a political project in which men and women assert their
right and responsibility not only to read, understand and transform their experiences, but
also to reconstitute their relation with the wider society,” (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. 7).
And, “...it is important that the learners perceive, or deepen their perception, that the
most important thing for them is to make history and to be made and remade by it...”
(Freire, 1978, p. 23). Again, he is making the call for supporting those who have
historically been on the outside, to become participants in, conscious creators of,
culture, society and therefore, “history.” Peter Park reiterates this, stating quite clearly.
The explicit aim ... is to bring about a more just society in which no
groups or classes of people suffer from the deprivation of life’s essentials,
such as food, clothing, shelter, and health, and in which all enjoy basic
human freedoms and dignity. The attainment of these goals - material
well-being and sociopolitical entitlement - is indivisible. (Park, 1993, p. 2)
Each of these theorists has had a radical influence on education, and on practices such
as participatory research. Each calls for rupture and for transformation, yet they all
speak at the same time about the need for community, for healing, and for compassion.
I will come back to this in a moment.
I just want to mention here, before I continue however, that by advocating for a
type of education which may enable participants to “make history,” I am not advocating
for education that is inattentive to learners’ stated goals. Many of these are concrete,
such as, “I want to learn to read better. I want to get my GED. I want a better paying
job.” These must be attended to first and foremost. Pursuing these goals, however, is
not incompatible with pursuing the goals of moving towards longer-term strategic goals.
As Cope and Kalantzis describe:
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Education promises change and improvement. It promises individuals a
chance in the game of social mobility: more access to material resources
through better-paid employment; a greater capacity to participate actively
in the processes of government; and the dexterity that comes with
knowing the world. To communities it promises improved employment
prospects, more self-government; and extended access to the wider world.
... Literacy is at the heart of education’s promise. (2000, p. 121)
It is not an either/or proposition: skills or critical participation. In fact, the skills one
builds in the context of naming, creating and critiquing the world one lives in, are more
contextualized, more internalized, and likely to be more easily applicable to achieving
one’s goals.
The main constraint is time. Funding for adult education is difficult to find, and
may often be tied to strict external requirements that do not allow flexibility (see the
previous section). Short-term, targeted skill-building programs - such as computer
skills training, or job training to become a nurse’s aide or machinist, may very well suit
the needs of the participants, and be what is called for. Wider and deeper sorts of
change, both individual as well as social, take time to develop. Participation must be
ongoing. Not all adults seeking out education programs want to, or have, stretches of
time to commit. Supports - such as child-care or transportation - that may help them to
do so are often unavailable. Short-term (particularly survival related) needs must be
attended to first.
There are certainly instances in which functional literacy programs are valuable
and necessary. Adult learners want the skills and knowledge they need to meet their
aspirations. These aspirations rarely start out as being, “I want to change the world - or
at least have a say in how it’s run.” Aspirations change over time, however, and
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programs that are able to be flexible to these changes (because of funding, commitment,
creativity, or all three), are those that can support longer-term goals.
Education is transformative, and because it is also about identity, I think that as
educators we need to be particularly mindful of the practices we advocate and the
actions we take. Mindfulness suggests thoughtfulness and careful attention. This is
necessary, but I think that when we are engaged in practices that transform people (self
included) we must use our hearts as well as our heads. As Bud Hall voices in the
introduction to a collection of essays on participatory research:
Our writing is varied in style and perspective, reflecting our different
locations; but it comes from a shared vision of a world where justice is
still to be struggled for, where the voices from the margins still need to be
heard from more assertively, and where the creation of knowledge is an
important site of resistance and struggle. Our work comes from the heart
as well as the head. (Park, 1993, p. xxii)
We must learn to practice empathy, and to listen in ways that connect us with others, we
must, as Lisa Delpit says, “be vulnerable enough to allow our world to turn upside
down in order to allow the realities of others to edge themselves into our consciousness”
(Delpit, 1998, p. 297); we must act with love.
David Mayo, in talking about, “the gap between the North and the South, as well
as the persistence of structures of oppression in terms of class, gender, race, ethnicity,
sexuality and ability/disability” says,
In short, I feel that the above are some of the many reasons why we need
to retain an emancipatory vision of adult education, one that reflects the
will to contribute to the creation of a world which, in Freire’s words, is
“menos feio, menos malvado, menos desumano” (less ugly, less cruel, less
inhumane). (Mayo, 1999, p. 5)
Mayo continues, and I think it is appropriate to conclude this paragraph with these
words and no more, “Shortly before his death, Paulo Freire is reported to have said, ‘I
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could never think of education without love and that is why I think I am an educator,
first of all because I feel love,,,(Mayo, 1999, p. 17).
My purpose in this study is to discover what adults say about the value and
importance of education. I do this through exploring the stories and experiences of the
team members and participants in one educational initiative, the Changes Project. I also
include the words and experiences of the facilitators, because it is meaningless to look
at educational change without also looking at teacher change. The stories, experiences
and reflections of the Changes Project participants are important to me personally
because I care about education; I value the opportunity to reflect on my own practice;
and as a practitioner, I know that in order for me to teach, which is about
transformation, I must also be transformed. Their voices are also important to me
because I believe that it is their perspectives that are the most important in designing
relevant and meaningful educational initiatives. At the same time, I care about the
meanings they have made because I care about them. They are my colleagues, my
students, my teachers, and also they are my friends.
This study will have most interest for other practitioners who are seeking to
learn more about educational practices that desire to contribute to a world which is,
“menos feio, menos malvado, menos desumano - less ugly, less cruel, less inhumane.”
One project cannot be transported to another location and be expected to have the same
character, the same processes, the same results. The more we hear about each others
stories and experiences, however, the more we can improve our own practices, our
openness to change, our abilities to be flexible to participants’ needs, our abilities to
listen, and our abilities to act responsively, radically, respectfully, and out of love.
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Overview of the Dissertation
The dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter 1 introduces the research. It
provides background on the study including an overview of the major methods used and
the focus and purpose of the research. It gives an introduction to the way in which the
data and the literature are presented, the rationale for this, and an introduction to the key
themes emergent in the data. It provides an explanation on the way in which participant
quotes are used throughout the dissertation, offers a key to terms and abbreviations and
an explanatory note on anonymity. There is a statement of the author’s value stance,
assumptions and beliefs, and it concludes with this overview to the dissertation.
Chapter 2 provides the reader with the theoretical grounding of the research, and
its contextual significance. Chapter 3 explores the methods used in this research, the
justification for their use, and their limitations are presented in this chapter. Chapter 4
is the first of the three data analysis and literature review chapters (Chapters 4, 5 & 6)
(the data and the literature are woven together in these three chapters). This chapter
presents the findings and themes from two of the participants. These two participants
were the initial focus of this research. They were research team members enrolled in
one of the four adult education sites that took part in the project on which this study is
based.
Chapter 5 is the second of the data analysis and literature review chapters. This
chapter focuses on the seven research team members enrolled in the remaining three
adult education sites that took part in the project on which this study is based. Chapter
6 is the final of the data analysis and literature review chapters. This chapter focuses on
the four Site Research Facilitators who took part in the project on which this study is
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based. Each Site Research Facilitator worked with and coordinated one research team
from one of each of the four different adult education sites. As in Chapters 4 and 5, the
data analysis and presentation is interwoven with the literature review. Chapter 7 is the
conclusion. It summarizes key findings and discusses implications for this research.
There is a final “Coda” contained within this chapter which includes personal
reflections on the project. The Appendix includes an in-depth description of the
Changes Project, the adult education initiative and participatory research project on
which this study is based. It contains contextual factors relevant to this study.
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CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL GROUNDING AND CONTEXTUAL SIGNIFICANCE

Theoretical Grounding
The theoretical grounding for this study comes from three primary fields: critical
pedagogy, qualitative - and specifically participatory - research and adult learning
theory. The influences of qualitative and participatory research on this inquiry will be
discussed at greater length in Chapter 3, Methodology. It is also touched upon in the
detailed description of The Changes Project located in the Appendix. I will focus here
instead on the influences of critical pedagogy and adult learning theory. Critical
pedagogy is interested in how educational practices contribute to relations of power in
society, and is concerned with issues of equity - as are practitioners of participatory
action research. It is interested in educational practices that disrupt existing power
dynamics, practices that seek to transfer power to those who are historically
disenfranchised, or assist those groups in generating that power (Aronowitz & Giroux,
1991; Bradbury & Reason, n.d.; Freire, 1973; Gee, 1996, 1991; Greene, 1998, 1995;
hooks, 1994; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Maguire, 1997; Mayo, 1999; Park, n.d.; Reason,
2004, 1998). Power includes issues around not just the access to goods and services,
but also the generation (and dissemination) of knowledge, and participation in decisions
that affect the structures and processes by which we live. These theories have also been
influential in the fields of adult literacy and basic education, and have impacted this
study (Auerbach, 1992; Gee, 1996, 1991; Freire, 1987; Hunter, 1987; Lytle, 1990;
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Street, 1993, 1988), as elucidated in the Assumptions, Values and Beliefs section of
Chapter 1.
Adult learning theory is concerned with ways in which adults learn, and how
particular settings, dynamics, processes and structures affect this learning. Merriam and
Caffarella, in the comprehensive guide they have written to adult learning theories,
make this statement in the introduction.
Learning is a personal process. It is [also true]... that the context of adult
life and the societal context shape what an adult needs and wants to learn
and, to a somewhat lesser extent, when and where learning takes place.
As Jarvis (1987a, p. 11) observes, learning “is intimately related to the
world and affected by it.” (1999, p. 1)
I am most interested in adult learning theory that looks at the social, and the
cultural, and not the cognitive. While cognitive theories have contributed to the field
(Cromley, 2000; Perry, 1981; Smith, 1982), they tend to be based on individualistic
models of learning, and occasionally veer into deficit-based approaches.

This is

represented by this statement made by a researcher in the field of cognitive adult
learning theory, “Adult literacy students’ lack of background knowledge makes them
prone to many thinking mistakes, especially belief biases, the availability heuristic, and
confirmation biases,” (Cromley, 2000, p. 142). This branch of adult learning theory is
not relevant to this study in the way that theories grounded more clearly in the social
and the political are.
Sociocultural adult learning theories may also be concerned with issues related
to knowledge production, and the power dynamics inherent in educational practices.
For the purposes of this study, I have explored adult learning theories influenced by
feminism and concerned with issues of power as they relate to gender (Clinchy, 1996;
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Delpit, 2002; Gilligan, 1997; Goldberger; 1996; Harding, 1996; hooks, 1994; Hurtado,
1996; Tarule; 1996); theories influenced by postmodernism and poststructuralism,
which explore the situated, constructed nature of reality (Paulston, 1999; Tisdell, 1998;
Usher, Bryant & Johnston, 1997); theories informed by the intersections of race,
ethnicity, and class, as well as cross-cultural perspectives (hooks, 1994; Collins, 1990;
Bell, 1994; Hardiman & Jackson, 1992; Wilson, 1996; Cajete, 1994; Min-ha, 1999);
theories which look at experiential learning (Jarvis, 1987; Knowles, 1978), social and
emotional dimensions of critical thinking, (Brookfield, 1997; Rogers, 1998); and,
transformational learning (Mezirow, 1998).
I do not review the literature in-depth here. Rather, the literature is woven in
throughout the dissertation, including the analysis and presentation of findings. The
theoretical perspectives mentioned above have influenced the design and conception of
this research and influenced the directions my questioning and analysis have taken.
Although they have provided a grounding for me, I have also wanted to remain open to
new insights, to shifts in perspective, to alternative ways of knowing and conceiving of
knowing, and to the opening of avenues leading to new groundings. I have wanted, to
the extent possible, to allow the participants’ meanings to lead me, and for their words
to lead the theory. In this, I follow Creswell’s guidance:
In qualitative research the literature should be used in a manner consistent
with the methodological assumptions; namely, it should be used
inductively so that it does not direct the questions asked by the researcher.
One of the chief reasons for conducting a qualitative study is that the study
is exploratory; not much has been written about the topic or population
being studied, and the researcher seeks to listen to informants and to build
a picture based on their ideas. (1994, p. 21)
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He continues, “In grounded theory, case studies, and phenomenological studies,
literature will be less used to set the stage for the study,” (1994, p. 21). I view part of
the “literature” for this study to be the words of my participants. They are as integral to
the emergent theory as the published literature. Their knowledge, their experience, their
stories, is central. The literature presentation in this inquiry will therefore be a weaving
together of participants’ stories, my own reflections, and the groundings in the fields
outlined above. This process will allow me to stay true to my belief that theory and
practice are integrally intertwined, and that the hegemonic aspects of theory can be
tempered by their grounding in the perspectives of those whose meanings they attempt
to explain.

Contextual Significance of Study

Facts and Figures
This section begins with some facts related education and to economic
distribution in the United States. These facts relate to questions this study explores:
what is the significance of education for adults in the United States? What type of
education is needed?
More than 20 percent of adults read at or below a fifth-grade level - far
below the level needed to earn a living wage. The National Adult Literacy
Survey found that over 40 million adults age 16 and older have significant
literacy needs, (p. 1, NIFL FastFacts, 2001)
Forty-three percent of people with the lowest literacy skills live in
poverty; 17 percent receive food stamps, and 70 percent have no job or a
part-time job. (p. 1, NIFL FastFacts, 2001)
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Workers who lack a high school diploma earn a mean monthly income of
$452, compared to $1,829 for those with a bachelor’s degree, (p. 1, NTFL
FastFacts, 2001)
Nearly 32 million people in the United States speak languages other than
English - a 38 percent increase over 1980. (NIFL, English, 2001, p. 1)
More than 50 percent of adults learning English as a second language are
Hispanic. (NIFL English, 2001, p. 1)
There is not enough space in programs to serve everyone who wants to
learn English. Most cities have waiting lists of several months to several
years, and some rural areas have no available classes. (NIFL English,
2001, p. 1)
Welfare recipients generally have low [formal] education skills (e g. ...50
percent do not have their GED...). Welfare recipients with low education skills
stay on welfare the longest; those with stronger education skills become selfsufficient more quickly. (NIFL Literacy and Welfare, 2001, p. 1)
Only 51 percent of prisoners have completed high school or its equivalent,
compared with 76 percent of the general population, (pp. 1-2, NIFL
Correctional, 2001)
Racial inequities in unemployment, family income, imprisonment, average
wealth and infant mortality are actually worse than when Dr. King was
killed, according to United for a Fair Economy’s new report.
• One in nine African Americans cannot find a job. Black
unemployment is more than twice the white rate - a wider gap
than in 1972.
• At the current pace. Blacks and whites will reach high school
graduation parity in 2013, six decades after the Brown v. Board
of Education school desegregation decision. And college
graduation parity wouldn’t be reached until 2075, more than
200 years after the end of slavery. (United for a Fair Economy,
2004)
The number of Americans without health insurance ... jumped ... to 41.2
million in 2001, the last year for which information is available.1
• In Massachusetts alone, more than 500,000 people—8.2
percent of the state’s population—have no health insurance
through an employer, the government or an individual
insurance policy. “
• More than one-in-five (23.3 percent) Americans in households
with less than $25,000 in household income have no health
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insurance, compared to 14.6 percent of all people and 7.7
percent of those with household incomes of $75,000 or more.1"
•

Nearly half (48.7 percent) of poor workers (ages 18-64) do not
have health insurance, compared to 17 percent of all workers.,v
(Jobs with Justice, 2004)

Massachusetts share of the 125 billion spent so far on the war on Iraq to
date is $3,721,279,229.00. Hampshire County’s share is $81,454,289.00,
and the City of Springfield’s is $53,686,601.00. (National Priorities
Project, 2004)
Federal spending for vocational and adult education has been cut by
26.6% in 2003 under the Bush administration, a cut of 568 million dollars.
(National Priorities Project, 2004)
In the proposed federal budget for 2005, the total spending for Education,
Training, Employment and Social Services is 4% of the total, with
spending on National Defense at 18 to 20%. (National Priorities Project,
2004)
President [Bush’s] welfare (TANF) reauthorization plan ... places new
mandates on states that the Congressional Budget Office estimates would
cost states between $8 billion and $11 billion over five years to implement
... even though the plan provides no new funding to help states pay for
these costs. (Neuberger, Fremstad, and Parrott, 2003, p.2)
The President [Bush] has proposed frozen TANF and child care funding
levels. [This is] particularly striking in the context of a budget in which he
also proposes tax cuts that primarily benefit the wealthiest families and
would cost $1.5 trillion through 2013. (Neuberger, Fremstad, & Parrott,
2003, p. 5)
100.2 million or 48.7% of voting age Americans did not vote in the 2000
presidential election. (National Priorities Project, 2004)
There is a need for adult education in the United States. There are functional
needs as well as issues related to fostering equity and promoting a healthy society. We
live in a text-based country that is becoming rapidly more technology dependent, and in
which change is fast-paced. Education is essential in order to get and keep a living
wage job. In addition, it is becoming increasingly difficult to manage the affairs of
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daily life without literacy skills, and, more and more, some familiarity with technology.
At the same time, we live in a large and multi-faceted society.

Participation in that

society is predicated upon one’s ability to access information, to access goods and
services, and to speak out about one’s needs, goals, interests, and beliefs. Democracy
cannot thrive without participation. Questions of who participates in making the
decisions that affect all of us are questions about who is in power politically, whose
knowledge is valued, whose voice is heard, and who is talking and listening to whom.
When one group is making the decisions for others, when not all segments of society
are participating in making the decisions that affect them, then we cannot have a strong
and healthy plurality. In order for people to work towards their goals for themselves,
their families and their communities, they must be able to have a voice in making the
decisions that affect their lives.
The question is not whether education is needed, but what kind of education,
and education for what purposes? Education is political. The type of education one
advocates is based on one’s value stance and beliefs. Literacy - and education in
general - is not just about the ability to read and write, but about building the skills,
knowledge, voice and access necessary to work towards meeting our goals, as
individuals, family and community members, members of society, and makers of
culture (Auerbach, 1992; Fingeret, 1984, 1991; Freire, 1987, 1988; Gee, 1991;
Gillespie, 1987; Lytle, 1990; Scribner, 1988; Street, 1988, (n.d ), 1993; Stein, 2000;
Torres, 1994). In a very real sense, education is about power (Freire, 1973, 1988;
Street, 1993; Weinstein-Shr, 1993, Rockhill, 1993; Giroux and Aronowitz, 1991). The
types of educational programs we advocate work either primarily towards solidifying
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existing power relationships, or towards changing them. Whether made explicit or not,
all educational programs and practices are built upon beliefs about the nature of the
world, and values about how the world should be.

What Adult Students Sav
Adult participants in adult education programs know what kinds of educational
supports they need. They know what would best help them to meet their goals. In this
setting, they are the experts. Yet it is rarely these adults who are consulted when
programs for them are designed. I would like to spend time in this section looking at
what adults have said about what their educational needs and goals are, as well as some
of the current trends in programming for adult education.
Between 1994 and 2001, the National Institute for Literacy, NIFL, conducted a
unique research project - called Equipped for the Future (EFF) - in which they talked to
over 1,500 adult learners across the country about their educational goals. They
focused on the adults’ “hopes and fears for their families, and their need to prepare
themselves for a world that is changing fast,” what it means to be a “newcomer to
American society”, and what it takes to be “an active citizen in a democracy” (EFF,
2001, p. 5). From the stories and information they collected about what adults believe it
takes to be “equipped for the future,” they came up with four purposes for learning that
returned adults to school. The study grouped their findings under four themes: Access,
Voice, Action and Bridge to the Future. This is what they found that, “[adults] drew
our attention to... more than identifying specific knowledge and skills” (EFF, 2001, p.
5). These four themes are described as follows:
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1. Access - To gain access to information and resources so they can orient
themselves in the world.
2. Voice - To give voice to their ideas and opinions with the confidence that
they will be heard and taken into account.
3. Action - To solve problems and make decisions on their own, acting
independently, as parents, citizens, and workers, for the good of their
families, their communities, and their nation.
4. Bridge to the Future - To keep on learning in order to keep up with a rapidly
changing world. (Stein, 2000, p. 6)
Both “access” and “action” involve dual concepts not articulated above, but
important to understanding what they symbolize. “Access” includes the concept of
“orientation,”
not only physical and geographic orientation ... but also psychological or
social orientation - knowing what is going on in the world, understanding
institutions that have an impact on one’s life, getting needed information.
This purpose underlies many of the specific goals adults bring to literacy
programs - for example, understanding the world, helping children with
schooling, getting a job, gaining economic awareness, and being an
informed citizen. (Stein, 2000, p. 6)
i

“Action” includes “independence”: “...learners expressed their desire to be able to act
for themselves, make informed decisions, and not have to rely on others to tell them
what to do.
Learners’ responses stressed independent action in all aspects of life:
“supporting their families, achieving economic self-sufficiency, and fulfilling
responsibilities in their communities” (Stein, 2000, p. 6). In addition, over the course of
several years, and many focus groups, interviews, and informal discussions with adults,
a mapping of key roles and activities was completed. Participants defined key adult
roles, and created role maps that include the purposes and activities imbedded within
each. These include:
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1.

Citizen/Community Member Role - Effective citizens and community
members take informed action to make a positive difference in their lives,
communities, and world. Broad Areas of Responsibility: Become and
Stay Informed; Form and Express Opinions and Ideas; Work Together;
Take Action to Strengthen Communities

2.

Parent/Family Role - Effective family members contribute to building and
maintaining a strong family system that promotes growth and
development. Broad Areas of Responsibility: Promote Family Members’
Growth and Development; Meet Family Needs and Responsibilities;
Strengthen the Family System

3.

Worker Role - Effective workers adapt to change and actively participate
in meeting the demands of a changing workplace in a changing world.
Broad Areas of Responsibility: Do the Work; Work With Others; Work
Within the Big Picture; Plan and Direct Personal and Professional Growth.
(Stein, 2000, pp. 9-12)

According to this national survey of adults participating in education programs,
educational goals go beyond the discreet skills needed to get a job. They include
knowledge related to how to participate in and contribute positively to creating a
healthy, strong community and society. They include skills that will allow them to be
flexible and adaptable in a rapidly changing world. Their goals are not focused on
individualistic needs and desires - in other words -1 want better skills so I can make
more money and live in a bigger house. While the need to make a living wage is
obvious and essential, the goals expressed here center around adults as members of
communities and of society, and on the desire to participate in decisions affecting
themselves, their families and their communities. The goal to become self-reliant is to
become so in order to better contribute. In order for adults to live with integrity and
with feelings of self-worth, they must feel valued by the community and society in
which they live. They must be an active part of it, rather than feeling outside it, on the
margins, incapable of making contributions that matter, or being heard when they try.
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Current Trends in Educational Policy and Programming: WIA and
PROWRA. A Critique
Current trends in educational policy and programming, however, show an
increasing move towards purely functional approaches to education. They tend to be
grounded in a deficit model of education, i.e. adults have deficiencies that must be
corrected - rather than strengths that can be built upon and from which we can learn.
The planned programming is based on the premise that, through correcting these
deficits, adults will become successful in society. Programs focus primarily on training
adults to get the skills needed to get a job. The business community is becoming more
and more influential in determining these “skills needed,” or the curriculum. In fact, the
term “education” itself is beginning to blur with “economic advancement”, or “market
success.” “Good education” equals “a strong economy.”

Standards for success are

defined by program planners.
There have been many critiques of this model of education. Here Giroux and
Aronowitz sum up what, to me, is the central danger of externally defined standards:
“As with any standard, those who fail to measure up are consigned to subordinate
niches in the economic and status order; in our culture this also designates them as
morally inferior” (1991, p. 9). Becoming successful in society, in the current
educational trend, seems to mean primarily participation as a worker in the economy
(not including work done at home, such as care of children).
I want to look now at two cases in point which exemplify the trend: The
Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (WIA), and implications for adult education as a
result of provisions made under the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) - specifically the Welfare-to-Work program. My
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purpose in bringing in the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 is primarily to showcase
the language it uses in describing adults in education programs, what this reveals about
underlying beliefs about the value and purpose of adult education, and what it signifies
in terms of emerging trends for adult education. I will look at PRWORA in greater
detail in terms of its implications for education and for building healthy communities,
its reflection of current administration’s priorities and beliefs, and the ways in which it
contrasts to the recommendations of adults for programming as reflected in EFF
(above).
The Workforce Investment Act was signed into law by former President Clinton
on August 7, 1998. Currently, Congress is working to reauthorize the Act as the
Workforce Reinvestment and Adult Education Act of 2003. (NIFL, 2004) Below is a
description WIA’s basic components and its primary goal:
[It] consolidated over 50 employment, training, and literacy programs including the National Literacy Act, Adult Education Act, and Job
Training Partnership Act - into three funding streams to states. ... The goal
of the ... Act... is to ensure that the US remains competitive in the global
economy by providing workers with the reading, writing, computing,
problem solving, and communication skills they need to succeed in the
workforce and to provide businesses with highly skilled workers. (NIFL
Workforce, n.d , p. 1)
It means that for the first time. Adult Basic Education (ABE) funding was
integrated into the federal workforce development system, rather than through
education oriented legislation. The language and provisions of the Act are indicative of
a current trend in education policy in which the concept of “education” is merging with
“economic advancement.” Many adults in adult education programs want to improve
their ability to get and keep better jobs. Again, the question here is not whether or not
that is a valuable outcome, but what types of education and skills will help adults to do
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this. In the Workforce Act, learners or students are referred to as “Customers,” e g.,
“Customers must be able to conveniently access the employment, education, training,
and services they need at a single location in their neighborhoods,” (U S. Department of
Labor, n.d., p. 2). The stated goal is to, “...meet the needs of the nation’s businesses
and needs of job seekers and those who want to further their careers” (US. Department
of Labor, n.d., p. 2). A “One-Stop” system of services and educational programs is
advocated (U S. Department of Labor, n.d., p. 2). The connection to the “one-stop
shopping” metaphor is hard to ignore. The term “empowerment” is used here to
indicate freedom through “purchase” power:
Empowerment Through Training Accounts: Provisions of the Act
promote individual responsibility and personal decision-making through
the creation of ‘Individual Training Accounts’ which allow adult
customers to ‘purchase’ the training they determine best for them. This
market-driven system will enable customers to get the skills and
credentials they need to succeed in their local labor markets. (U S.
Department of Labor, n.d., p. 4)
The functionalist approach to education is underscored by the Act’s requirements that
program funding be tied to measurements of learner “success” which include: getting a
job and retaining it for a designated amount of time, earning a GED, and helping
children to succeed in school (VALUE, 1999; U.S. Department of Labor, 2001); and, to
National Reporting System standardized assessments of learning.
The next case is The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act, which became law in 1996. This Act includes the Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families block grant program (called Transitional Aid to Families
with Dependent Children - TAFDC - in Massachusetts) that replaced the previous
welfare system called Aid to Families with Dependent Children - AFDC. One of the
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features of PRWORA is time-limited welfare benefits to recipients. The federally
mandated time limit is five years, Massachusetts enacted legislation which decreased
this to two-years. “Moving people from welfare into work is now one of the primary
goals of federal welfare policy” (NIFL Welfare-to-Work, n.d., p. 1). In addition, in
order to receive benefits, recipients (unless they qualify for a work exemption due to,
for example, injury, or a child under two living at home) are required to work for a
minimum of twenty hours a week. This amount has increased to 30 to 35 hours under
President Bush - and he has proposed that it be further increased to 40 hours. In some
cases, an assisted work program may qualify for part of the work requirement. Another
feature of the bill “makes poor legal immigrants ineligible for most forms of assistance.
In fact, 40 percent of the net savings of the bill are achieved by denying a wide range of
benefits to immigrants...” (Parrott, 1998, p. 2).
In 1997, the Welfare-to-Work Program was added to PRWORA as part of the
Balanced Budget Act. Under this program, money was provided to states in the form of
Welfare-to-Work grants. These grants are designed to fund adult education programs
that will help move recipients into jobs, or to, as worded by the Department of Labor,
“find and keep permanent unsubsidized employment,” (U.S. Department of Labor, n.d.,
p. 1). These programs may take many forms, including: job readiness, job placement
and post-employment services; community service and work experience; and on-the-job
training. Provisions of services are to be determined by “Local Private Industry
Councils (PICs), also known as Workforce Development Boards,... business-led
organizations that guide and oversee federally funded job training programs,” (U.S.
Department of Labor, n.d., p. 1). So, it is essentially the business community that will
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decide the appropriate education, training or support needed by recipients, and the
primary goal of education is, then, in this case, to assist people in getting and keeping
jobs.
It is clear to see from these two cases how closely tied education has become to
market performance. Workers are needed to drive the economy, and money is spent to
get the workers that are needed. It is not that these programs do not benefit those they
serve. Many adults entering education programs are there to meet concrete goals, such
as getting a better job, or passing the GED. There is no denying the value of assisting
learners in meeting these goals. There are several other factors at play, however. The
question is, to what extent are these goals really being met? What does it mean when a
program submits its reports to the National Reporting System at the end of the year, and
it states that 10 people have gotten a job and kept it for three months? And, what are
other implications of these trends? What do they say about the underlying beliefs and
values of the current administration and the dominant culture? What are the long-term
effects of these policies? In what ways will they influence both adults in education
programs, and society in general?
First, to what extent have the Welfare-to-Work grants been successful?
According to a report prepared by Sharon Parrott for the Center for Budget and Policy
Priorities, success rates - as assessed by programs reporting that x number of people got
a job, for example - can be misleading. They state that, in the case of Welfare-to-Work
programs, “The jobs held by parents who have left welfare or parents combining work
and assistance often fail to provide basic benefits such as paid sick days, vacation leave,
and health benefits,” (2001, p. 1). They cite the statistics including:

46

•

Employed former recipients and recipients combining work and
welfare typically are paid less than $8 per hour, and a substantial
portion earn less than $6 per day.

•

[They] typically earn ... $10,800 annually, a total well below the
poverty line for a family of three. (2001, p. 1)

They conclude by saying that, “These findings suggest that recipients who find jobs are
likely to have incomes that are inadequate to meet their families’ basic needs” (2001, p.
2). So, what do these “success rates” really mean? We know, from firsthand
experience in the Changes Project that some former recipients have turned to any means
possible, including prostitution, to make ends meet. This is true even if statistically,
they are showing up as a “success” because they have other employment at a factory, or
a nursing home.
In addition. President Bush’s proposed new Welfare-to-Work plan will
include further cuts to education. The Administration claims that their new plan
will increase funding to needy people, and provide increased supports to
families, including childcare services. In fact, the plan cuts TANF funding, and
provides no money to States to fulfill its mandates. As a result, States will have
to decrease - or stop - current provision of non-cash assistance services (child
care, training) to low-income working families that have allowed these families
to keep working and stay off welfare (Neuberger, et al., 2003) The new proposal
would limit education and training activities provided by states by imposing, “a
rigid set of requirements on states that would make it difficult for them to tailor
welfare-to-work program activities to the individual needs of recipients”
(Neuberger, et al., 2003, p. 5). This ignores years of post Welfare Reform
research that shows that one-size-fits all policies simply do not work (we are not
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all one size). As Neuberger, Fremstad and Parrott summarize in their analysis of
the new Administrations proposed changes, “Thus, under the Administration’s
proposal, cuts in benefits and services for low-income working families would,
in effect, serve as the financing mechanism for new federal welfare mandates —
a highly regressive way to pay for new federal mandates” (2003, p. 5) (original
italics). His proposal will not lead to - as his Administration claims - healthier
communities and families, and a more productive workforce - on the contrary.
The new welfare legislation emphasizes work placement first, but the
NALS study clearly showed that up to 75% of welfare recipients
performed at the two lowest literacy levels. The average literacy level of
welfare recipients is below that of unskilled laborers and assemblers.
(Knell, 1997, p. 12)
These recipients, when mandated to join the labor force after (or before) short¬
term or minimal amounts of education and training, do not get living wage jobs.
In addition, many of these recipients are parents in two-parent households, or
single mothers. Without adequate childcare, these parents are forced either to
leave their children unattended, or quit working. Various statistics show the
reality:
A recent Urban Institute report shows that the proportion of families that
leave welfare and are not employed rose from 50 percent in 1999 to 58
percent in 2002 (Loprest, 2003). (Fremstad, p. 3, 2004)
After decreasing at a faster rate than the unemployment rate for the overall
population in the last half of the 1990s, low-income single mothers’
unemployment rate increased at a faster rate between 2000 and 2002 than
the national unemployment rate (Chapman and Bernstein, 2003).
(Fremstad, p. 3, 2004)
Studies conducted in the 1990s found high poverty rates among welfare
leavers — most studies have found that between 50 to 75 percent of
welfare leavers remain poor two to three years after leaving welfare
(Blank, 2002). (Fremstad, p. 4, 2004)
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Families terminated because of the time limit were less likely to have jobs,
and more likely to experience hardships such as food insecurity, problems
with housing and utilities, and unmet health care needs (Crichton, 2003).
(Fremstad, p. 4, 2004)
In addition, according to a report by Michael Bloom and Brenda Lafleur on the
economic benefits of workplace education programs, “Over 40 percent of American
workers have low literacy skills, and the number of available low-skill jobs is
decreasing as the economy relies more on knowledge and information.” (NIFL, 2004)
So, not only are short-term education and training programs not successful in providing
low-income adults with the types of skills and knowledge they need to get and keep a
living-wage job, but the types of low-skilled jobs they are commonly preparing workers
for are decreasing. At the same time, studies of skills employers look for show that
employers want employees, even in low-skilled jobs, who can problem-solve and work
both independently and as part of a team:
Employers often state that they will hire workers who have sound
problem-solving and communication skills and who are team players.
Curricula and instruction should be built around generalizable skills, such
as those included in SCNAS and Equipped for the Future. A few examples
of those skills are: acquiring and evaluating information, organizing and
maintaining information, decision-making, critical reading, active
listening, conflict resolution, technology, computation and communicating
in writing. In some cases, specific job skills may also be taught if an
individual is preparing to work in a specific industry or job.
She continues, making the case for the value of education to be included in welfare
reform, and for the types of education that are needed:
Data from the NALS report presents a persuasive argument for adult
education and training to play an increasingly important role in welfare
reform. The Literacy and Dependency report states that “
in the adult
population as a whole [those on and off welfare], the likelihood of being
on welfare goes up as literacy levels go down; the two are intertwined".
Furthermore, "The higher the literacy levels, the greater the number of
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weeks worked during the year, the higher the average weekly wage, and
the higher the annual income. The same pattern holds true in the welfare
population. However, wages and earnings do not tend to rise as much for
welfare recipients as for the adults in the general population.
The report concludes that, "Welfare dependency can be reduced in
two ways: 1. by increasing literacy levels in the general population to
reduce the risk of falling into dependency; and 2. by raising the literacy
levels of those already on welfare to help them become more financially
self-sufficient." It is essential, therefore, that adult education and training
be a key component of welfare reform. (Knell, 1997, p. 26)
At the same time, statistics about how wealth and resources are distributed in the
United States reveal how historical factors as racism and sexism have translated into
structural inequities. I would like to bring in a few of these statistics to illustrate the
point. These are drawn from those compiled by Nancy Folbre, of the Center for
Popular Economics, and they paint a clear picture of who owns and has what in the US.
She talks about whom in our society, for example, are in what jobs, and how much they
earn. According to her statistics, in 1993, 27% of whites were in “managerial and
professional” jobs, as compared to 18% of African-Americans and 20% of Latinos
(1995, 4.9). “Service” jobs were filled by 12% of whites, 24% of African-Americans,
and 20% of Latinos (4.9, 1995). She cites statistics about the, “percent of persons
below [the] poverty level by race and Latino origin [in 1992]: 12% white, 33% AfricanAmerican, 29% Latino,” (1995, 4.6). The “percentage of poor families maintained by
women alone” in 1992 was 52% (1995, 3.13), and, in 1991, “women’s wages as a
percentage of men’s wages” were 74% (1995, 3.8).
In terms of women in professions, as a percentage of the total, in 1993 the
statistics are as follows: engineers, 9%; lawyers and judges, 22%; managers, 43%; and,
doctors, 21% (1995 3.3). Finally, in terms of distribution of wealth in the US by net
worth, “the top 1% increased their share of net worth, or wealth, from 31% to 37%
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between 1983 and 1989. Their share now exceeds that owned by the bottom 90% of all
families. Much of this wealth will be passed on, untouched, to the next generation. The
top tax rate on income fell from 90% during the Kennedy years to 31% during the
Reagan years,” (1995, 1.2). These statistics show how entrenched - and growing - the
inequitable distribution of wealth is in the US, and point to the difficulties inherent in
challenging these dynamics.
In terms of analyzing the “success” of an educational program, one must look at
what the criteria for success is, and these criteria will always be based on beliefs and
values about what is right and good for a society. Education is never neutral. As Brian
Street articulates, “Literacy practices are aspects not only of “culture”, but also of
power structures. The very emphasis on the ‘neutrality’ and ‘autonomy’ of literacy by
many writers is ideological in the sense of disguising this power dimension,” (1993, p.
7). Carman St. John Hunter states it plainly, “Literacy is either a tool of oppression or
liberation,” (1987, p. 26). “Success” of an educational program must always be viewed
in the context of the goals, values, and assumptions underlying the program’s design
and assessment methods.
The underlying assumptions of Welfare-to-Work and the programs advocated by
the WIA are that: adult education has value in as far as it can get adults jobs; with
short-term skills training (skills to be predetermined by program planners) adults can
get and keep living wage jobs.
Welfare policy should focus on promoting long-term self-sufficiency for
welfare recipients rather than short-term employment gains. Welfare
policy that merely adds to the number of working poor should be avoided.
A prevailing assumption of welfare reform, strongly suggested by the
legislation's title: Personal Responsibility Act, is that poverty and
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joblessness are caused by a failure of will, by the behavior of individuals,
as influenced by their cultural beliefs.
A second assumption, and one that guides education and training
policy, is that some individuals are unemployed because they lack the
literacy and skills necessary for available jobs. In her study of education
and training for welfare recipients done in the early 90s, Churchill made
the distinction between such assumptions about welfare, made by "citizentaxpayers" and politicians, and the views of women on welfare
themselves. Education and training policies for these women were based
on the views of others, Churchill notes, and the welfare to work programs
created in response to these policies were spectacularly unsuccessful. Such
programs, she argues, constitute behavioral solutions to what are structural
economic problems. For example, the false behaviorist assumption that the
majority of people receiving public assistance don't work because they
lack incentive masks the fact that most people circulate between low
paying, unstable jobs and welfare. This fact has more to do with the nature
of the entry-level job market, and the lack of national childcare and health
care systems, than with attitudes and behavior toward work (1995: 10, 26).
(D’Amico, 1999, p. 5)
The Welfare-to-Work and PRWORA adult education programs are based on
assumptions about adult learners, about the economy, and about the value of education
for adults. The assumptions are often erroneous, and therefore programs based on these
assumptions will not support the needs and goals of the adults they seek to serve. The
realities of the lives of adult learners, as expressed by the adults themselves, must be
taken into account for the programs to have value and relevance. As adult education
practitioner Hal Beder says.
The mission of adult literacy for welfare recipients should be to promote
learners’ self-sufficiency. To this end: The goals of learners, their families
and the community must be respected and addressed. Learners’ goals and
needs must guide instruction. [And] Instruction must be of sufficient
intensity and duration.” (1999, p. 2)
At the same time, the move to fund adult education only in so much as it leads to
employment belies the belief that there is no inherent value in education for adults.
Debbie D’Amico expresses it this way, “Indeed, the very notion that education's
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primary purpose is to prepare adults for jobs runs counter to the belief of many adult
educators that the right to education for its own sake is a basic human right.” (1993, p.
2) In circumscribing adult education to its relationship to employment - and in
simultaneously doing so based on erroneous assumptions about what it takes to get and
keep a living wage job, ignoring the realities of socio-economic processes based on
structural inequities, and failing to take into account the goals and needs of adult
learners - not only will the programs fail, but we all suffer. Low-income adults without
high levels of education continue to be relegated to below-poverty level, dead-end jobs;
we continue to live in a society that is divided on race, class and gender lines; and we
perpetuate a system in which wealth and resources, political power, and health and
well-being are enjoyed by the few at the expense of the many.
Job training programs that prepare adults for what tend to be primarily low-wage
jobs (Parrott, 2001) are, in effect, simply perpetuating the existing status quo. These
programs do little, and are not designed, to challenge the dynamics that have led to a
historical under-representation by certain groups in some job sectors, and over¬
representation in others. They do not, as Peter Park says, support adults in becoming,
“in-power politically to effect needed social change” (1993, p. 3). They do not help to
prepare adults to be more active participants in society, learning how to access
information and resources, having a say in decisions that affect them, influencing policy
so that its outcomes are relevant and make sense locally, feeling capable - in general of contributing positively to the overall well-being of their communities and being an
active part of creating the future. Rather, people remain disenfranchised, as pointed out
in this statement from the 1983 Department of Education’s Nation at Risk report:
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The people of the United States need to know that individuals in our
society who do not possess the levels of skill, literacy, and training
essential to this new era will be effectively disenfranchised, not simply
from the material rewards that accompany competent performance, but
also from the chance to participate fully in our national life. A high level
of shared education is essential to a free, democratic society and to the
fostering of a common culture, especially in a country that prides itself on
pluralism and individual freedom. (EFF, 2000, p. 3)
Giroux and Aronowitz, in a critique of types of literacy education that result
primarily in perpetuation of the status quo, quote Linda Brodkey,
Linda Brodkey further points out that dominant approaches to literacy, and
by implication curriculum theory, are more concerned with initiating
students into an existing culture than educating them to change it. She
argues that these approaches, by denying students the opportunity to
express their own voices and interests, obscure the wider social
inequalities that, in part, construct who they are and how they live their
lives: “[Teachers] are energetic and inventive practitioners committed to
universal education. In their writing, however, that commitment manifests
itself in an approach to teaching and learning that many educators share in
this country, a view that insists that the classroom is a separate world of its
own, in which teachers and students relate to one anther undistracted by
the classism, racism, and sexism that rage outside the classroom.
Discursive hegemony of teachers over students is usually posed and
justified in developmental terms - as cognitive deficits, emotional or
intellectual immaturity, ignorance, and most recently, cultural literacy any one of which would legitimate asymmetrical relationships between its
knowing subjects, teachers, and its unknowing subjects, students.” (1991,
p. 99)
It is not just policy makers and legislators who design educational programming,
teachers are designers too. Part of the challenge is to search for ways in which we, as
educators, can think “critiquely” about our roles, our actions, our responsibilities.
Understanding curriculum as part of a broader struggle between dominant
and subordinate discourses has critical implications for the ways in which
educators produce and “read” curriculum, engage the notion of student
experience, and redefine critically their own role as engaged public
intellectuals. ... In other words, how is power used to legitimate the
production and organization of knowledge, and what range of subject
positions are offered to students within the discourses and social relations
of the dominant curriculum? (1991, Giroux & Aronowitz, pp. 93-97)
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Education is as much about identity as it is about power and society. Our role as
educators is as designers. We must ask ourselves what we are designing, in conjunction
with whom, and for what purposes?
The rhetoric, and resultant policies, which equate education with market success
belies a frighteningly reductionist stance.
In general, dominant segments of any society talk about their particular
interests, their tastes, their styles of living, which they regard as concrete
expressions of nationality. Thus the subordinated groups, who have their
own tastes and styles of living, cannot talk about their tastes and styles as
national expressions. They lack the political and economic power to do
so. ... Critical literacy has to explicate the validity of different types of
music, poetry, language, and world views... From this viewpoint, the
dominant class, which has the power to define, profile, and describe the
world, begins to pronounce that the speech habits of the subordinate
groups are a corruption, a bastardization of dominant discourse. Language
is also culture ... but it is also knowledge itself. ...A pedagogy will be that
much more critical and radical the more investigative and less certain of
‘certainties’ it is. ... This pedagogy is thus much more a pedagogy of
question than a pedagogy of answer. (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. 54)
The pedagogies proposed by WIA and PRWORA are “pedagogies of certainty.” The
policy makers, and program designers are clear about content, purpose, process and
assessment. Learners have little, if any, say in this design, and while there are definite
benefits for some - getting a job, passing a test that creates some new avenues of access
- others, who do not fit the mold, fall through the cracks. Those who do succeed,
succeed because, or based on how well, they fill the mold - not by what new molds they
can create, or how well they challenge us to abandon old molds in favor of new. Adults
are not given room to define their own processes, or to select content relevant and
meaningful to their lives.
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It is a system that does not provide the means that adults need to become, more
fully, participants in society. By this, I mean participation in the sense that it is:
making decisions, and having a say in policies that directly affect our lives; determining
how the future will be for ourselves and our children; having access to information and
possibilities that allow us to do this; challenging ways of being that are detrimental to
our own values, our own existence; and contributing to the creation of a world in which
we want to live. These may sound like high-minded ideals, but they are no different
from what the rhetoric around being a citizen in a democracy describes as not just our
right, but our duty. As Giroux and Aronowitz state, “...Freedom consists of the capacity
of people and groups to transform knowledge in accordance with their own plans” (p.
22, 1991). Education programs which feature externally defined curriculum and
assessment standards for adults are in danger of creating not citizens, but objects.
Freire often talked about the role of educators, and education, in agency, as
described here by David Mayo:
adult educators play an important role in this context, conceived of by
Freire as democratic educators. Their task is to promote learning through
dialogue. This process is contrary to the notion of the teacher as the sole
dispenser of knowledge and is intended to render the learners active
participants in the process of their own learning, to render them “subject.”
The culture of the learner increasingly becomes the basis of the learning
process. (Mayo, 1999, p. 63)
This results in “praxis,” participation in action, or what Freire defines as (quoted here in
Mayo), “But [people’s] activity consists of action and reflection, it is praxis, it is
transformation of the world” (1999, p. 63). In order for people to transform the world,
adult education, both in process and content, must be collaboratively determined by
those it seeks to serve, as well as by educators and policy makers. We must all
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challenge ourselves to become “learners”, open to transformation, participants in
transforming.

Changes Project Participants Speak
What did the team members and participants in the Changes Project have to say
about education, its value, and their goals in relationship to it? As with the participants
in the NIFL study - whose goals were expressed by the themes Access, Voice, Action
and Bridge to the Future - the adults in the Changes Project confirmed the importance
of multiple purposes for education, and the desire to make education relevant, and
applicable to, not just the fulfillment of one role, but of the many we play out as adults.
There was a great deal of discussion about the importance of having supports in order to
meet your goals. We talked about the types of supports that education can provide, and
this included emotional support,
You need support. You need support at home, you need support in the
classrooms, from the teachers and the students, that helps you to learn
more. Because if you don’t get no support from home or the students or
teacher, you just feel like it’s a lost cause. (The Changes Project, 2000, p.
35)
Another person told us about what the emotional support she received from her
teachers has given her,
The teachers understand you, that’s the best part. They give you choice to
try to help you if you got any problems you can go and speak with the
teachers. They help you in so many ways. This program help me a lot in
everything. It put me straight in my mind. It gave me the courage to do
what I want to do. (Vicki, Kelly and Sherry, 2000, p. 39)
At the same time, it is important to our identities as adults to give support, to believe
that we an important part of others’ support needs.
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I would like to be an example to my community for the younger people.
Not only talk, but have them see me doing it. If we just work together
there is hope. So, I can’t wait to just dig in. Cause I’m going to take a big
bite out of this world. (Vicki, Kelly and Sherry, 2000, p. 19)
Getting support (emotional, concrete, interpersonal) is part of what gives us the
confidence to give support.
One newly arrived immigrant talked about the ways in which receiving and
giving support are tied together, and how immigrants could provide support at a
national level,
Immigrants need our support and our help in order to become citizens.
...Because, when we come over here, we want to work. We want to do a
lot of good things. So we are working, we are paying taxes, but if we
don’t have a job or we don’t have education, we have to ask for help. And
that will cost the government more money. But if they give us the
opportunity to go to school and to learn stuff like we are doing right now,
with the computer classes, I think that will help immigrants to have a
better job and a better future. And it would be a lot of support for the
United States. (Changes Project, 2000, p. 46)
Here is a comment that relates to the EFF category “Bridge to the Future”.
Returning to school is not always the answer, however, as one of the women we
interviewed articulated.
There are a lot of things that you can learn, even when you’re out of
school. You can always learn something ... I just have to keep telling
myself what I learned and not stop for learning, because even when I
finish this program, I know that’s not my goal. I want to continue to keep
reading and writing so that I can get better and some day, you know, I can
get myself into a real group decision, (from personal field notes, 2000)
Learning, on an ongoing basis, is valued, and part of the reason it’s valuable is because
it leads to taking action and making decisions that affect not only our own, but the lives
of others.
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One woman talked directly about the irony of some of the policies of the
Personal Work and Responsibility Act of 1996, or welfare reform, as it is commonly
referred to.
It [welfare reform] affect me so bad, because right now, I have to drop out
of school to find a job. My goal is to finish school and get my GED so I
can start a nurse’s aid training program. But I cannot be in school because
I’m out there looking for a job. I have to finish up school, and get the
GED before I start the nursing program. (The Changes Project, 2000, p.
41)
There is a need for more responsive supports, not made available by the “one-size fits
all” programs (we’re not all one size, after all).
People often commented on the importance of being “independent”, how
dependency as an adult can be quite damaging to one’s identity and sense of purpose.
That’s reflected in these next two comments about the meaning of education: "It really
has helped me to solve problems, you know, how to write checks, how to do money
orders, how to depend on my own, not depending on other people," (from personal
field notes, 2000), and,
My dream is getting back to the program. I would love coming back to
the program, cause it helped me out so much. It taught me how to depend
on myself. They helped me out with that. You know, don't be negative on
yourself if you do not know how to read. Never say, you can't do what
you know you could do. That's what they teach me here, how to be on my
own. (from personal field notes, 2000)
Two other women stated it like this,
I don’t want to depend on no one. I want to depend on myself. I don’t
want to depend on other people doing things for me. I just hope and I wish
to God that I could find a decent job that could support me and my kids,
and I can get them whatever they need. (Vicki, Kelly and Sherry, 2000, p.
17)
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And,
I came back to school to make the future better. I need a better education
to get a job. Because I’m willing to work. I don’t want to depend on
welfare, I want to be an independent mother. I want to work for what I
need. (Vicki, Kelly and Sherry, 2000, p. 17)
Being independent, and at the same time, being able to support others, is central to a
positive sense of identity for many adults.
Some people’s goals are quite concrete, “My goal is to get my GED and find a
good job so I can take care of my kids,” but they are not unrelated to internal qualities,
and our senses of ourselves, as she continues, “Also to make sure I’m self-confident that helps me to keep growing. One day I’d like to go to college,” (Vicki, Kelly and
Sherry, 2000, p. 19). This woman also articulated the importance to her of achieving
not just external goals, but of internal growth as well,
I came back to school because I want to know how to read better — so you
can fit in sometime in another group and do things better for yourself.
And, I join the program because I want to know myself better. (Vicki,
Kelly and Sherry, 2000, p. 38)
Some goals are interpersonal. One man who told us what he valued most,
One of the main things in life is to get along with people, respect other
people, and don’t judge people because of their color or their race. For
me, I think we’re all the same. Color and race for me don’t make no
difference. If you treat me good and respect me, that’s the same thing
you’re going to get from me. (from personal field notes, 1999)
Beliefs about ourselves effect our beliefs about others, and education plays a powerful
role in shaping those beliefs.
Many of the adults with whom we spoke talked about the importance of voice,
and how the program they were a part of affected this,
Before I used to have trouble telling people how I felt and now I just let it
out. I have more confidence. I used to just be quiet and say nothing to

60

nobody. Come to work and say nothing. Now I just talk to anybody who
will listen. Also, I used to fight my problems out with everybody, and
now I just talk about them. (Vicki, Kelly and Sherry, 2000, p. 38)
Kelly, a member of the Read/Write/Now Changes Project Team [and who has
expressed her desire to have her name used in this study] said this of her Changes
Project experience,
I can express myself better. I listen better to people. Because I listen, I
can express myself better... I feel I can speak out better to doctors,
teachers, and my kids, so they can understand me better. I listen to them
better and I’m clearer with them.
A woman we talked to at Read/Write/Now gave a moving description of what “school”
has meant to her,
School has given me hope - to know that I’m going to be somebody in
life. Cause you know learning is power. And power is confidence - cause
you know what you’re doing. That’s hope for me. I’m getting everything
all together and all the information I absorb in school, I just rest on it and then when I go out there I try to use it,” (Vicki, Kelly and Sherry, p.
36).
She clearly articulates the power of education.
Education is powerful, and as educators, we have a great responsibility as
brokers of that power. I believe that the most meaningful, relevant, and supportive
adult education programs are those that are designed in collaboration with, and/or which
build upon the knowledge, goals, experiences and values, of those adults they are
designed to serve. My purpose in this inquiry is to explore how we can create
educational programs that are responsive to adults’ goals, examples of which have been
articulated here. My window has been an exploration of the meaning adults - both
“teachers” as well as “learners” - have made of a participatory adult education project.
My interest in learning more about how we can create programs that truly are
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“participatory”, in the sense of the word which is non-static and evolving, is based on
what I have learned from the adults with whom I’ve worked, and my desire for a world
that is based on continual movement towards freedom from oppression, and that is
created in community with others acting collectively for common purposes, and in
which we live with compassion and respect.

1 U.S. Census Bureau, Health Insurance Coverage: 2001, P60-220, p. 3, t. 1 (2002).
u U.S. Census Bureau, Consumer Population Survey: March Supplement, t. HI05,
http://ferret.bls.census.gov/macro/032002/healthyh05_00Q.htm (12/20/02).
* Id. at 6, fig. 2.
w Id. at 6, fig. 2.
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CHAPTER 3

METHOD AND DESIGN

Why Qualitative Research?
The purpose of a study, its guiding questions, and the underlying philosophy and
value stance of the researcher drive the study’s method. In the case of this study, my
primary purpose is to explore the meaning participants made of the Changes Project (I
include myself as a participant). The meaning that we made, we made between and
through each other. My desire is to dip down into that meaning stream, immerse myself
in the eddies and currents, and through this immersion, begin to make sense of the flow.
I choose a qualitative approach to this study because it is consistent with what I want to
explore - experience, meaning, understanding - and because its values are most closely
aligned with my own.
Qualitative research is based on a set of underlying assumptions and values.
Writers in the field have categorized its key characteristics differently. Creswell (1994)
uses these descriptive categories: ontological, epistemological, axiological, rhetorical
and methodological. Key assumptions, perspectives and processes are underlined in
each. Bogden and Biklin (1992) claim that there are five key features of qualitative
research, paraphrased here: “natural setting ... researcher as key instrument”;
“descriptive”; “concerned with process rather than simply outcomes”; “analyze ... data
inductively”; “‘meaning’ is of essential concern” (1992, pp. 29-32). Rossman and
Rallis (2003) discuss eight characteristics of qualitative research: “researchers are
oriented to the natural world”; “try to understand how people make sense of their
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worlds through multiple methods that are interactive and humanistic”; “make a
sustained focus on context integral to their work”; “researcher systematically reflects on
how she affects the ongoing flow of everyday life”; [qualitative research] has an
“exquisite sensitivity to personal biography”; the research has an “emergent nature”
(and this is related to the use of inductive logic); “there is a reliance on sophisticated
reasoning that is multifaceted and iterative”; and lastly, it is “fundamentally
interpretive” (1998, pp. 7-10). Miles and Huberman (1994), also list eight descriptive
categories, emphasizing naturalistic inquiry, empathic understanding, focus on context,
emergent design, and the use of “words” for analysis (p. 7). There are numerous
comparable descriptions. These have been extremely helpful in guiding my own
inquiry, providing me with an initial orientation, a grounding and a starting point. I’ll
use these as a guide in the following discussion.
Wolcott sums up the process of doing research this way: “Tell the story. Then
tell how that happened to be the way you told it,’’(Wolcott, 1994, p. 16). “The way I
tell it” is about the reasons for choosing the methodology I use, and this, in turn, is
about who I am. In the next section I want to delve a little deeper into my reasons for
choosing qualitative methods, and talk about some of the specific influences within that
field on processes I’ve chosen both for research, as well as for analysis. My own
values, world-view, assumptions and philosophy will be interwoven throughout the
discussion, since they are integral to this story.
Frazer (1992), addressing the interconnected nature of the researcher and the
research, says it this way, “The ‘facts’ of social science turn out to be constructs. So
the process by which they are constructed must be attended to. The objective
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disinterested stance is not possible. The knowledge and the knower are bound up
together” (p. 95). What I see, what I hear, what I tell about, and how I tell it, are as
much about my perspective, where I am standing, and why, as about the actors and
actions in the story. Frazer describes this again when talking about the influence of
“standpoint epistemology” (from feminism), on research, “The point here is that from
different positions in a social structure different processes and relations can be seen,"
(1992, p. 95). The more clearly I can describe my standpoint, my reasons for choosing
one direction or one view over another, the more able the reader will be to interact - in
making her own interpretations - with the teller as well as the tale. Each, after all, are a
part of the other.
So, why did I choose qualitative methodology for this study? The assumptions
underlying qualitative research include a belief that reality is created, situated,
contextual, and dynamic. Reality, and identity, are co-created. Who we each are is who
we create each other to be, and history is the unfolding story of our identities. There are
as many ways to tell a story, to recreate a history, as there are people, perspectives, and
times from which to tell it. The telling itself is a process of creation. The belief in the
multiplicity of reality is not nihilistic. It doesn’t deny that the view exists, only asserts
that there are different viewpoints. Making meaning is what we do. It’s a central facet
of life. We find and make meaning, and base our actions upon that.
Meaning is constantly shifting and being remade, but the belief in its dynamic
character does not negate the value of describing it. It just insists that we be careful in
our descriptions to talk about who we are as storyteller, where and from what context
we are writing, and for what purpose. It is the conviction that one rendering of an
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experience is not the only. It is through our telling of experiences that we understand,
and from our understanding that we again question, and remake, and tell new stories.
The process of meaning making is as important as the meaning that is made. The two
are not separate.
This stance is juxtapositioned against a belief that reality is fixed, that there are
external truths that can be found, and that the goal of research is to find these. In this
view, the researcher seeks objectivity, and there is a presupposition that objectivity can
be achieved. I discuss what I feel to be some of the dangerous results of this method in
the Value Stance section. Suffice it to say here that this philosophy (and any
methodology based upon it) is antithetical to my own belief system, as well as
inconsistent with what I perceive to be the purpose and philosophy of the Changes
Project, and to my attempts to make meaning of it. Therefore, in terms of ontological
beliefs, my beliefs about the nature of reality, my values, and those of the Changes
Project, guide me in the direction of qualitative research.
Another important feature of qualitative research is relationships. Creswell talks
about this in his “epistemology” category. He defines epistemology as the “relationship
of the researcher to that being researched” (Creswell, 1994, p. 6). In more traditional
approaches - such as those used in quantitative methodology - there is a desire for
objectivity, and so the researcher and the researched are held at a distance from each
other. It is the researcher’s job to collect data from the researched, analyze that data
separately from the researched, and make knowledge or truth claims based on that
research. Participants in a study do not contribute actively to the production of this
knowledge. It is research that is “done unto” rather than “done with.” The Changes
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Project was based on a belief that research - especially research about human beings and
social phenomena - must be done in conjunction with those whom the issues or
dynamics under investigation affect. This position is based on practical as well as
philosophical grounds.
Practically speaking, it is those who are affected by the issues who are in the
best position to speak about those effects. In addition, if the process of research is
conducted in conjunction with - or led by - those who are affected, then the process
itself is transformative. Through conducting research, participants have the opportunity
to gain the - or build upon pre-existing - skills, experience, confidence and knowledge
to take action on the issues. Philosophically, this position is based on a belief that
societal transformation is necessary and desirable, and that the key means - as well as
ends - of transformation is a shift in the balance power (Comstock, 1982; Freire 1972,
1973; Fals Borda, 1987; Maguire, 1987; Narayan, 1996; Selener, 1997). To achieve a
more equitable society, spaces must be created for a wider range of voices to be heard.
If, consistently, it is representatives of only one group that are heard, then it is their
agenda and goals that will take precedence over others. It is these that will inform the
ways in which society is structured, and these structures will in turn perpetuate the goals
and agendas upon which they were based. This can lead to a dangerous imbalance in
which not only are the values, norms, and ways of being of one group dominant, but in
which the dominant group fails to perceive this imbalance. Things are the way they are
because they are right, best, the way they’ve always been, normal. This is a hegemony
of thought and action of one group over others. I talk about this in greater depth in the
Value Stance section. Particularly in a society as diverse and multi-faceted as in the
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US, this type of hegemony leads to the subversion of the ways of being, living, and
believing of many groups of people.
The philosophy underlying participatory research seeks to challenge this
hegemony (Acevedo, 1988; Brown & Tandon, 1983; Fals-Borda,1987, 1991; Maguire,
1987; Park, 1989; Selener, 1997; Tandon, 1985). In order to do so, the means is as
important (and often becomes) the ends. Processes advocated by participatory research,
therefore, seek to embody its goals and philosophy. In participatory research, therefore,
processes are promoted in which those affected by the issues, and often those
traditionally not heard in venues where decisions affecting society are made, are the
agents, the investigators, the actors involved in generating and articulating knowledge.
One group cannot continue to speak for another - this simply perpetuates
existing dynamics. If change is desired, then those who traditionally have not been
heard, or felt heard, must join the conversation. This requires work on at least two
sides: those doing the talking, and those doing the listening. In other words, “creating
spaces” is not just about talking louder, more, and in new venues, but it’s about
listening wider, deeper, better, and in places we haven’t before. This is about voice and
it is about knowledge. Who gets to say is about who gets to do, and how the doing is
done. Research is a part of the change process. Research is a means by which we not
only gather new information, but challenge ourselves to learn new ways of being and
doing. In this act is transformation. A researcher committed to a process of social
change seeks to engage in methodology concurrent with this commitment.
The Changes Project sought a methodology that blurred the lines between the
researcher and the researched, a methodology in which there are openings for the
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researched to become researcher, and researcher the researched. In seeking to research
the Changes Project, choosing a methodology inconsistent with its philosophy would be
antithetical not only to the project’s goals, but to my own underlying values and
philosophy. Qualitative research methods allow for a conversation in which the
knowledge of the researcher is as open to challenge and interpretation as that of the
participants. The researcher’s knowledge (at least theoretically) is not privileged. The
roles of researcher and researched blend and intertwine. Qualitative methods allow me
to work in ways that are consistent with my philosophy, my values, and my goals as a
practitioner and a member of society.
Finally, qualitative methodology suggests a process in which,
...inductive reasoning prevails. Categories emerge from informants, rather
than are identified a priori by the researcher. This emergence provides
rich “context-bound” information leading to patterns or theories that help
explain a phenomenon. (Creswell, 1994, p. 7)
Rossman and Rallis (1998), however, caution against oversimplifying by saying that
qualitative methodology rely only on inductive reasoning. They talk rather, about the
“emergent nature” of qualitative research, and that it is, “a complex nonlinear process of
induction, deduction, inspiration, and just plain old hard thinking” (Rossman & Rallis,
1998, p. 10). I know that in this study, my understanding of the meaning that
participants made of the Changes Project will emerge from my conversations, my
reflections, and participants’ stories. The meaning they make will inform not only my
own understanding, but the theory, and the research process itself.
I do have expectations, I have guiding questions, I have places to start, but I also
want to remain open to surprises. I don’t already know exactly in which directions I’ll
go, or where I will end up. My exploration is not a process of finding data that agrees

69

with my hypothesis, but of learning in ways that adds not only to “what” is known, but
“how” it is known. Initial questions will lead me to information and reflection that will
in turn generate new questions. My engagement with the participants, with the data,
and with the process will shift and change over time. As part of this process, I know
that I too will be changed. When actor(s) metamorphose, so to do the acts. As Paolo
Freire says, “By doing it [research], you learn to do it better, because by putting this
methodology into practice, you are creating methodology” (p. 37, Freire, 1972). There
is a map, but where it leads may not be where we intended, nor will we be the same
travelers as we were when we begun. This transformative quality is as true of any good
journey as it is of research.

Why In-Depth Interviewing?
What I wanted was to dip down into the “meaning-stream” of the Changes
Project. The meaning that we made, we made between and through each other. I was a
part of that - a part of that stream. I observed, acted, talked, listened. And now I
wanted to know more, I wanted to direct my inquiry into a particular channel. I wanted
to understand more about what the project meant to those of us who participated in it. I
had gathered data, through observation, interview and participation, as a project
member. I wanted a more directed inquiry. I wanted to have focused conversations
with project members. I decided to use in-depth interviewing (see description in
Research Design section). My choice was informed both by the nature of my question,
and my history with the project, as well as theoretical perspectives from
phenomenology and narrative studies.
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Phenomenology, a branch of qualitative research, appealed on a number of
levels. Its characteristics include the exploration of the“lived experience” (Creswell,
1994; Rossman & Rallis, 1998) of a small number of people, and involves asking
questions such as, “What has this person experienced? How does this person
understand his or her experiences? What do the stories people construct about their lives
mean?” (Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p. 68). This was well-suited to my own inquiry (in
which I wanted to know more about the experiences - the “lived experiences” - of a
small group of people around a particular phenomena). Bogden and Biklin write that:
Phenomenologists do not assume they know what things mean to the
people they are studying (Douglas, 1976). ‘Phenomenological inquiry
begins with silence’ (Psathas, 1973). This ‘silence’ is an attempt to grasp
what it is they are studying. What phenomenologists emphasize, then, is
the subjective aspects of people’s behavior. They attempt to gain entry
into the conceptual world of their subjects (Geertz, 1973) in order to
understand how and what meaning they construct around events in their
daily lives. Phenomenologists believe that multiple ways of interpreting
experiences are available to each of us through interacting with others, and
that it is the meaning of our experiences that constitutes reality (Greene,
1978). (1992, p. 34)
This description includes several features that relate to my own study. First of all,
although I had been a member of the Changes Project, I did not assume I knew what it
meant to all of its members. I knew that we were all quite different people, coming
from many walks of life, and I was curious to know more about what the project had
meant to each of us. I sought discovery, not confirmation. Secondly, I understood that
what meaning we created, we created with and through each other, both within, and
without of, the framework of the project. My understanding of the meaning I wanted to
dip into presupposed inter-subjectivity. The belief in the inter-subjectivity of people’s
lived experiences is central to phenomenology, as Sherman Stanage articulates “...each
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person finds oneself... to be already in community and to be related intersubjectively”
(Stanage, 1987, p. 81).
Thirdly, there is a recognition that the interpretation of meaning is dependent not
only on the experiences of those involved in the inquiry, but on the view point of the
researcher. There is constant need for the researcher to be self-conscious of her stance.
Again, as Stanage describes,
Philosophy’s first task has always been primarily the first-hand intuiting,
exploring, and describing of a phenomenon as a person feels it,
experiences it, and is conscious of it. All preconceptions and
presuppositions employed in this process are constantly under examination
and are used as stepping-stones, as necessary bases for seeing “first-hand.”
(Stanage, 1987, p. 79)
This is consistent with my own belief that in any research, but especially in qualitative,
the presence of the researcher in the study is as central to the meaning made as the
phenomena under study.
Lastly, I found the German Sociologist, Max Weber’s, concept of Verstehen, or
“empathic understanding” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 6) in the interpretation of
meaning to be compelling. Weber’s ideas have been influential in interpretive research
and phenomenology. He emphasized that in studying human interaction, we employ a
method of understanding that involves empathy. Neuman describes it this way, “His
idea of Verstehen (empathic understanding) also reflects his concern for looking at how
people feel inside, how they create meaning, and how their personal reasons or
motivations can be used to understand them” (Neuman, 1991, p. 50). This resonates
with ways of meaning-making emergent in the Changes Project. The ways we
approached knowing each other, and our participants, through two years of listening,
talking, questioning, and listening again, evolved into ways of knowing that were about
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connection and caring. Two of the Changes Project members, in initial in-depth
interviews, discussed at length how the process of listening, for example, (a qualitative
listening whose aim is to know the experience of the other) - as interviewer and as
group member - helped them to develop a greater sense of empathy for others (this will
be discussed in more depth in the study).
It is my belief that we cannot begin to know another unless we approach the
other with feeling, with empathy. This is how I wanted to approach my conversations
with Changes Project members - not simply with curiosity, but with the desire to know
that is bom of caring. It is this kind of knowing of other that I believe not only holds
the most promise for understanding, but has the greatest power to create positive and
meaningful change. How I know you and you know me - how we know each other (not
just what we know of each other) - is integral to the formation of identity. Identity is,
ultimately, who we are - not just as individuals, but as a society. I wanted my research
methodology to contribute, not detract, from the strong relationships we had developed
in the Changes Project. I wanted the process I chose to be consistent with my goal of
living in a way that promotes self-exploration in the context of positive regard, the
process of coming to know that is also the process of coming to care, and to love (both
self and other). Like Paulo Freire (Mayo, 1999), I, too, believe that education without
love is lifeless.

It is like the paint-by-number scene: all the elements are there, but

there is no radiance, no animation, and no soul.
In choosing a methodology, I was also influenced by the field of narrative
studies. Narrative analysis is not uncommonly used in conjunction with
phenomenological methods (Rossman and Rallis, 1998), since, in phenomenological
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studies, language is the medium of meaning-making. There are a wide range of
approaches to narrative analysis, from the more structured (such as discourse analysis)
to the more loosely interpretive (Riessman, 1993; Rossman & Rallis, 1998). I found the
discussions of narrative analysis compelling, particularly in terms of its use to explore
meaning-making through story. What I will hear from my participants is their stories,
their stories of the meaning the Changes Project had for them in the context of their
lives. I believe that it is through telling and listening to stories that we make sense of
our lives and our experiences.
Story, telling of our experiences, is also the creation of identity and of history.
Amos Funkenstein describes it well,
The identity of an individual and the identity of a group consists of the
construction of a narrative construed about the subject. Such is the
making of a “self’ - in a process that Hegel aptly described as a process of
mutual “recognition” (Anerkermung). A subject’s identity, continuously
construed, is his or her history. (Funkenstein, 1993, p. 23)
Texts link us to the past, and guide us into the future. In text is relationship, and in
relationship is reality, as it is constantly created and re-created. Catherine Reissman, in
Narrative Analysis, discusses several positions regarding the relationship of narrative to
reality: that it is representative of, that it is constitutive of, and that it is a means
through which we “inscribe our ideologies and interests,” through which we enact, in a
way, the lives we want for ourselves (Reissman, 1993, p. 22). I believe that it is
through language that we create ourselves. This places me solidly in the group that
Reissman describes this way, “Others, influenced by phenomenology, take the position
that narrative constitutes reality: It is in the telling that we make real phenomena in the
stream of consciousness (see Young, 1987, pp. 186-210)” (Reissman, 1993, p. 22). In
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fact, definitions of narrative have, in some cases, blurred with the active making of
reality, as in Amos Funkenstein’s words:
My acting-in-the-world is the continuous plotting of narrative, interpreting
the past, and projecting the future according to my image of myself
Acting in the world involves and construes my identity continuously, and
my identity is a narrative, my narrative. It is not a narrative that needs to
be told in words (though invariably we are driven to tell it). In the very
same sense in which telling my narrative is a speech act, my actions, my
involvement with the world, are an act of speech, the building up of a
continuous story. (Funkenstein, 1993, pp. 22-23)
In looking at stoiy, we are looking at how culture is created. Story tells us not
just about the teller, but about the listeners), past and present, and about the context of
a life. Stories are told - and understood - within particular contexts, and meaning is
contextually construed. As Reissman articulates, “...texts about lives...[can be]
interpreted to reveal intersections of the social, cultural, personal, and political,” (1993,
p. iv). I wanted to approach understanding the conversations I had with participants as I
would approach delving into a rich and multi-textured tale. My knowing is in part my
own reading, but it is also the history of a life as embodied in how and what a narrative
tells.
Guy Widdershoven, in an essay he wrote called Narratives and Life History.
provides a clear description of the relationship between interpretation and story:
In telling stories about past experiences, we try to make clear what these
experiences mean. According to Gadamer, this requires that we try to see
what the experience has to say to us, that we try to apply it to our present
situation. In this process of application, the meaning of the experience is
changed, as the worldview that is constitutive for the experience is fused
with the perspective that is presented in the story. Our story is part of a
history of interpretations, which changes the meaning of our life. By
telling a story about our life, we change our life. In doing so, the story
itself becomes richer, as it is filled with life experience. Thus experience
and story may be said to communicate with one another. (1993, p. 13)
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I am not seeking, in this study, to represent a finite reality, but rather, through
listening to (in a sense co-constructing) stories with my participants, to present one
version of reality. It will be as much about who I am, who I am in relationship to my
participants, and who we each are as located in a particular time and place, as it will be
about the ideational content of the stories themselves.
There are many versions of reality. As Neuman comments, “For interpretive
researchers, social reality is based on people’s definitions of it,” (1991, p. 51).
Reissman talks about the ambiguity of meaning as well.
Meaning is ambiguous because it arises out of a process of interaction
between people: self, teller, listener and recorder, analyst and reader....
All we have is talk and texts that represent reality partially, selectively,
and imperfectly. (1993, p. 13)
My attempts to understand the meaning of the Changes Project in participants’ lives is
also an attempt to understand identity, how meaning is made, and the relevance of these
phenomena to a particular politically, culturally, and socially defined place and time.
Because story embodies who we are, and the telling is a creative act which is essentially
about the formation and perpetuation of culture, and of history, participants’ stories are
a rich and multi-textured source. It is impossible to represent all of the aspects, and all
of the contextual features, of these stories. I seek only to dip down into them, to swim
in them, to catch a glimpse of, as Catherine Reissman says, “... how respondents ...
impose order on the flow of experience to make sense of actions and events in their
lives” (1993, p. 2). My descriptions of the shape of the riverbed, and the paths of the
river’s eddies and streams, will be only one swimmer’s tale.
Research itself is a means of constructing narrative. “Story telling, to put the
argument simply, is what we do with our research materials and what informants do
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with us” (Reissman, 1993, p. 1). In my interactions with the participants, and my re¬
iterations of the stories we make, I am also being re-told, re-made. Interpretation is
more than a one-way street, and in this sense, an interview doesn’t have a finite ending.
Meaning streams flow in and through and around us constantly, and language is the
mediator and the maker. In this study, I seek only to portray one small piece of the
flow. The illusion is that it is finite, that it is finished, once it is captured in time and
space on paper. Even as I write the story, the story is changed, as it is read, it is
interpreted again. The creation of meaning is an iterative process, constantly evolving.
The meaning made here comes in and through me. The point is that no research is
value-neutral, and no research tells the Whole Story, forever. The commitment I make
to my participants is to engage with them in the iterative process of meaning-making, to
offer them space to respond to my interpretations, to reject, add, re-interpret, comment,
withdraw, or concur. The commitment I make to the readers is simply to try to keep
both myself, as well as the participants, as present as possible in this iteration so that the
ways in which we each contribute to the shape of the meanings made is more clearly
visible.

Limitations/Challenges
There are several different challenges posed by the scope and structure of this
study, which I will organize here into two general categories. One is related to the
ethical aspects of the study’s design, and the other to interpretation and meaning¬
making. I will talk about the latter first. There are challenges inherent to the
interpretive aspects of a study whose focus and medium is on language as the source of
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meaning. Although I perceive this (stoiy as source of meaning) to be one of the study’s
sources of richness, it is also one of its challenges. I know that listener expectations
affect the way a narrative is told in an interview process. The narrative is also affected
by the relationships between the researcher and the participant, and this includes power
dynamics. “Any finding - a depiction of a culture, psychological process, or social
structure - exists in historical time, between subjects in relations of power” (Reissman,
1993, p. 15). In the best of all possible worlds, an interview is a conversation in which
two (or more) people are jointly involved in the exploration of phenomena, and the
interpretations, tellings and explanations of one are no more highly valued than the
other’s. In reality, in the structure of the interview process itself there is a danger for
the interviewer-interviewee relationship to degenerate into the relationship of subject to
object, rather than subject to subject. Sandra Weber, drawing from Martin Buber,
describes it this way, “The interviewer’s ‘I want to know you-as-you’” may become
“who cares about or notices you-as-you as long as I find out about it. ’; the I-Thou
relationship quickly deteriorating to one of‘I-It’” (Buber, 1965)” (1986, p. 66). I
cannot safeguard against power dynamics being a part of the interview process. They
will be there. What I can try to guard against is a power dynamic which leads either to
my objectification of my interviewee, or a dynamic which becomes oppressive,
manifesting as overt or covert coercion, or resulting in fear-based responses.
How did, and can, I guard against this? There are at least three means. First is
the structure and setting of the interview itself. My participants chose the location that
was most comfortable to them, and the time and place that was most convenient. Some
of the interviews were conducted in participant’s homes - at their request - others in
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parks, or cafes, or in one case, at the college library after a participant’s class. Only one
interview was conducted at my home, and this was also at the request of the participant.
She came by on her way home from work, and we sat in the sun room, and had tea and
cookies while we talked. The interviews were very loosely structured in the sense that
there was no formal interview guide. The structure was imposed by a series of the three
thematic interviews suggested by Irv Seidman’s in-depth interview technique (1991) (a
description of this format is provided in the Research Design section), but within that
overall structure, interviewees were free to talk about what they wished, and to tell as
much or as little as they wished.
I described the overall framework to the participants prior to the interviews,
either in face-to-face meetings, over the phone, via e-mail, or all three. I again
described the format to them once we met, asked if they were comfortable with it and if
they had any questions before proceeding. Within that overall frame, they took the lead
in deciding what they wanted to talk about, and how much they wanted to tell me. So,
in this sense, there was some give and take in terms of interview content and narrative
structure. “Yes,” I said,
this is what I want to know about (The Changes Project’s meaning in the
context of your life), and I’d like to proceed this way (starting with a
description of your life prior to joining the project, proceeding to a
description of the project, and ending with a reflection on your life since
the project ended).
But, participants took the lead in deciding things like how far back in their life prior to
the project they wanted to go. They chose what to highlight or to not talk about at all,
what aspects of the project they wanted to discuss, and how, and what form their
reflections took. I also tried to be as clear as possible about my reasons for wanting to
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do these interviews, how I would proceed after the interviews, how their words would
be used, and ways in which they could remain involved in the process on an ongoing
basis - if they so desired (for example, me feeding my evolving interpretations back to
them so that they would have a chance to disagree, add, comment, edit, and so forth;
being present at the defense; having a copy of the dissertation).
What helped the most, however, was that we already knew each other. We had
worked together for two and half years in the context of the Changes Project, and I had
known some of the participants longer. The ethos of the Changes Project helped to
create spaces in which we could talk to each other about our thoughts, express our
feelings, and challenge and support each other, “safe spaces” (as several of the
interviewees referred to them). These were places where, for the most part, we felt we
could be ourselves, and not guard against, or fear, being judged harshly. As project
members, we worked very hard to create these spaces, and to constantly challenge
ourselves to be conscious of the ways in which our differences could be used as
resources. We talked about things like: If some of us are not literate, then how can we
make sure not to always rely on text-based activities in our large group gatherings, so
that the oral storytelling strengths of some our members can come to the fore?; if
English is not the native language of all of our members, can we conduct some session s
in Spanish?; how do the modes of meaning-making we’re relying on as a group include
some and exclude others?; who is silent in the group, and what does that mean?; what
are our strengths as a group and as individuals, and how can we create processes that
highlight these?; what do we need to learn more about, do better?. I am not claiming
that we found a perfect process, or that we created spaces in which everyone always felt
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safe and included. It is simply that because we had spent two and a half years together,
engaged in these processes, and developing a discourse to talk about these processes,
there was a strong foundation of membership in a community based on respect and
mutual learning to rely upon in the interviews.
Still, there is no denying that power dynamics were inherent in the interviews as they are in all interviews - and the character of these dynamics was different in each.
I interviewed team members as well as Site Research Facilitators, members of my own
team, and members of other teams. Some of the team members I knew quite well,
others not as well. I had the opportunity to work most closely with members of the
Mentor Program team (since they were also exploring the issue of Welfare Reform),
and one of the members of the UMass/LMWEP team (since he was a part of activities at
other sites as well). I worked closely with all of the Site Research Facilitators. I did not
know the members of the International Language Institute (ILI) and Center for New
Americans (CNA) teams as well, however. I knew them primarily through interactions
at our large group gatherings, but had spent very little, if any, time with them outside of
that.
I felt more confidence that those I knew best would be comfortable being open
with me during the interviews, expressing pleasure or displeasure with the process,
talking honestly about their experiences. I could not be as certain with the participants
with whom I had spent less time, who I knew less well. Participants also represented
various cultural and ethnic backgrounds and nationalities. One’s history, and its
interplay with the interviewer’s, will have an effect on the dynamics of the interviews.
Two of the participants, for example, came from Thailand and Korea respectively. My
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position as “teacher” may have accorded me, in their minds, a certain deferential status of which I was not completely aware - and that would have affected the character of the
interviews.

I do believe, however, that the relationships we had built, and the language

we had generated as a group, prior to these interviews, provided sufficiently strong
resources upon which we could draw to keep the interviews from being oppressive.
These relational and linguistic resources allowed us to engage in a conversation which
was primarily about co-creation and negotiation of meaning between two people, rather
than objectification, or the coercive extraction of meaning by one person from another.
Another factor mediating the meaning I made is that the information I have to
draw from is not limited to the conversations I had with participants in the in-depth
interviews. Reissman asks, “Finally, who determines what the narrative means, and are
alternative readings possible? In a very real sense, meaning is collaboratively
accomplished, involving teller, listener/analyst, and reader,” (1993, p. 42). Yes,
meaning is collaboratively constructed, and in this case, the collaboration was not
always directly between the participant and I. I was able to draw from a wide variety of
other data. I have, for example, writing participants did, I have transcripts of mid¬
project interviews we conducted with each other about the Changes Project (and these
interviews were not conducted by me), and I have non-text based graphics and
portrayals that were created by various project members. Additionally, I have my own
observations and reflections, as a participant, over the course of the two and half years.
So, although the portrayals represented in this study are mediated through me, the
sources of information are varied, and many are not based on one-on-one interactions
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between a participant and myself. Alternative readings are possible. Nowhere do I
claim, nor want to claim, that this is the final word.
Secondly, I have been struggling with what is clearly an irony to the structure of
this study. It has to do with my non-participatory means of exploring a participatory
project, in the structuring of the final phase of this research: the in-depth interviews. I
was committed to using research methodology that reflected my own goals and
philosophy, as well as that of the Changes Project. My involvement in the project,
which was the first phase of this research, was consistent with that. The second phase,
the in-depth interviews, was not. It was a non-participatory means of exploring
meaning in a participatory project. The only participation available to the participants
in this phase of the study was on my terms: talking with me in in-depth interviews
about the project. One of my reasons for engaging in this phase of the study, besides
curiosity, caring, and a commitment to educational processes like the Changes Project,
was to finish my dissertation. If I had not been in a doctoral program, my curiosity,
caring and commitment would not have taken the form of a dissertation. My
questioning would have continued, but the forms it would have taken would have been
different.
The only redemption that I can see here is that, in the larger sense, this study is
about the two and half years of the Changes Project, not just the in-depth interviews I
did at the end of it. I was also a participant in the Changes Project. My desire to join
the project as a Site Research Facilitator was based on my values and beliefs. Its
underlying philosophy was consistent with my own. The questions that this study is
based upon were present - in various forms - in my mind from the beginning of the
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project. Were the processes the Changes Project valued and sought to put into place
processes that could lead to the types of change I feel are critical in helping people to
work towards their goals, and to become - or develop as - active, contributing, creating
members of society? The answers to my questions are a part of my own process, as
well as what we each - and all collectively - experienced. So, in a larger sense, this
study was based upon a process that embodied, or sought to embody, values and goals
consistent with my own.
The final phase of this study was designed to help me to explore the questions
about which I was still curious. Its design was suited to this exploration, as well as to
my goals of completing a dissertation, and to the structure that pursuit imposes.
Participants willingly engaged with me in these pursuits, for which I am more than
grateful. The time they gave, their knowledge and experiences, will contribute to the
future design of educational programs, and has already informed my own practice.
Their reflections during the interviews may have contributed to their own evolving
processes of developing knowledge and insight as learners, educators and change
agents. They have also helped me to move towards completion of my program of
study. I would not have wanted to ask participants to engage with me in another twoyear participatory research project simply so that I could state that the process justified
the product.
So, in terms of how I organized the final phase of my inquiry into this project,
my process was one which simply gave me, and the members of the project who so
generously gave me their time, an opportunity to reflect, to talk, to tell stories, and to
listen. Change is inherent in the telling of stories, as Widdershoven articulates, “We not
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only live life in such a way that we can tell stories about our experiences and actions.
We also, in telling these stories, change the meaning of our experience and actions,”
(1993, p. 7). But my final goal in engaging in these conversations was not to enter into
a process that would lead to broad-based changes, whose process and goals were codefined by its participants. This was the work of the Changes Project itself. My final
inquiry was designed simply to try to understand more about how this type of process
works, what it means for its participants, to draw from the knowledge and experience of
those affected in order, ultimately, to inform future work. In this sense it is consistent
with my beliefs that in order to create meaningful change, we must engage in
conversations with those who are in the best position to contribute their knowledge,
skills and experience - those most closely affected by the processes and dynamics we
seek to influence. The Changes Project members - teachers as well as learners - are in
the best position to talk about how this type of a process affected them, and to therefore
inform future work of this type. And it is to them I turned to reach a deeper
understanding. My hope is that their words, and my descriptions and interpretations, as
they appear in this study, in being made available to them, and to other practitioners and
learners, will contribute to knowledge, as well as ways of knowing and doing, that will
enhance the field of adult education, and in turn, therefore, how we live and act in the
world. Ultimately, I owe a deep debt of gratitude to all of the Changes Project members
who gave to me so willingly of their time, and their expertise. Thank you.
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Research Design
This research project was organized into two activity phases. They were as
follows:
1. Phase One: Participation in the Changes Project
2. Phase Two: In-depth Interviews
In Phase One, I was a member of, and participant in, the Changes Project for
three years, from the beginning of project activities, through its final phases. An indepth description of the Changes Project and its activities are provided in the Appendix.
A brief summary will be provided here. My official project title was that of, “Site
Research Facilitator.” I facilitated the formation of, and ongoing activities for, a
research team at Read/Write/Now Adult Learning Center in Springfield.

Additionally,

I was involved in all whole-group Changes Project activities, including our three
“Analysis Fests” (see Appendix), conference preparation, presentations and group
celebrations.
As Site Research Facilitator, as well as team member, I was a participant in the
planning and implementation of all research activities including: question-generating;
reflection; data-gathering (interviews, focus groups, surveys, observations); analysis;
action (writing letters to legislators, participating in speak-outs and rallies, helping to
write and compile a locally published book on our findings, creating and presenting
social action theater pieces on the issues, etc.); writing up findings and project reports
for wider audiences. The project was multi-faceted and complex, as were each of our
roles within it. I was deeply involved with, and deeply affected by, our ongoing process
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of action, reflection and action, and by what I learned from and with my colleagues. I
was a researcher with the project, and a facilitator, but also a learner, an actor, an
observer, and a listener. I took risks, I made mistakes, I supported, and was supported.
The project changed me. In the first phase of this study, I would characterize my
participation in the project as radical involvement. Again, please see the Appendix and
the description of the Changes Project for more detail.
Phase Two involved doing in-depth interviews with members of all five of the
site-based teams and three of the Site Research Facilitators. I chose not to focus on the
UMass/LMWEP team in this study because their process was very different from that of
the other four, and their team membership was quite variable. I did, however, interview
one of the UMass/LMWEP members because he was involved consistently throughout
the course of the project, and engaged in activities with the other teams as well. I
conducted a total of 13 in-depth interviews, with three site-research facilitators, and two
team-members from each of the four sites, the International Language Institute, the
Center for New Americans, the Mentor Program, and Read/Write/Now Adult Learning
Center; and, one from the UMass/LMWEP site.
For guidance in choosing an interview format, I looked to Irv Seidman’s
structure as outlined in Interviewing as Qualitative Research: A Guide for Researchers
in Education and the Social Sciences. He proposes a three-interview format which I
found to be well-suited to the purpose of my inquiry. The first interview is a “Focused
Life History,” which looks at the participant’s life leading up to the involvement in the
phenomena under study (Seidman, 1991). Seidman describes this as, “...putting] the
participant’s experience in context by asking him or her to tell as much as possible
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about him or herself in light of the topic up to the present time,” (1991, p 11). He talks
about asking “how” the participant came to be involved in the program or project under
study, rather than why.
By asking ‘how?’, we hope to have them reconstruct a range of
constitutive events in their past family, school and work experience that
place their participation in the professional development school program
in the context of their lives. (Seidman, 1991, p. 11)
The second interview, “Details of the Experience,” is a descriptive account of
the participants engagement in the phenomena (Seidman, 1991). Seidman says.
The purpose of the second interview is to concentrate on the concrete
details of the participants’ present experience in the topic area of the study
... We do not ask for opinions, but rather the details of their experience,
upon which their opinions may be built. (Seidman, 1991, p. 11)
The third, and final interview, is “Reflections on Meaning”, which looks at the ways in
which the participant understands the meaning the phenomena had in the context of her
life (Seidman, 1991). This interview, Seidman says, “...addresses the intellectual and
emotional connections between the participants’ work and life” (1991, p. 12). The third
interview builds on the first two.
Making sense or making meaning requires that the participants look at
how the factors in their lives interacted to bring them to their present
situation. ... The third interview can be productive only if the foundation
for it has been established in the first two. (Seidman, 1998, p. 12)
I followed this three-interview format, but did not, in all cases, conduct the
interviews on separate days, as Seidman suggests. Time was a factor in this decision.
Most of the interviews I conducted took place after the Changes Project had finished,
and participants were now involved in new work, school, and family commitments. I
did follow Seidman’s format with the first two participants I interviewed, who were also
my co-members in the Read/Write/Now team. We did the interviews in three series.
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and allowed for a period of days, (and in one case - due to a participant’s illness weeks), in between each. With the remaining eleven participants I interviewed,
however, I conducted each interview in one day, but clearly established the time frame
for the interview beforehand. We took a short break between each of the different
interviews.
Although I attempted to keep the interviews thematically separate, there was, to
be honest, quite of bit of blurring between the lines - particularly between the second
and third interviews. When I first begin using this format, I tried to impose the external
structure fairly rigidly. I soon found, however, that I was getting frustrated and my
participants were getting confused. If, for example, someone began talking about the
meaning the project had in their lives during the second, more descriptive, interview, I
found myself saying things like, “We’ll get to that in the next interview. I’m interested
to hear more about...” Ultimately, I found that this disrupted the flow, and often we
didn’t return to the same themes in the final interview, or if we did, the intensity of
emotion wasn’t there, or the connections weren’t as strong. So, I decided to abandon
my rigidity in adhering to the format.
I can see the format’s value, but the structure is quite linear, and a strict
adherence to this linearity was not only in some instances counter-productive, but
antithetical to an educational philosophy that acknowledges and values many different
methods of meaning-making. Participants tended to talk quite freely and fluidly about
their lives prior to the project. If in the second and third interviews, however,
participants preferred to circle back and forth from description to meaning, or to tell
vignettes linked together in a sort of collage, then I stopped trying to impose a different
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kind of order, or way of thinking and telling. I wanted to understand the meaning of the
project to the participants in it, and how they told was just as rich and informative to
me, as what they told. How we create and structure a narrative is, after all, as much
about who we are (in a given moment, in a given context) as what we choose to include
in the content of the story.
My primary guiding question or orientation for each of the three interviews was
as follows: (1) Interview One: Focused Life History -- Tell me about your life before
the Changes Project; (2) Interview Two: Details of the Experience -- Describe your
experience of the Changes Project; (3) Interview Three: Reflections on Meaning -What meaning has the Changes Project had for you?
As I mentioned earlier, I talked to participants about the overall purpose of the
inquiry, and the interview structure before I met with them. Before we began the
interviews, I again explained the purpose and design, we established times for each
interview, and talked about any questions or concerns arising. I also asked participants
to sign a consent form if they wanted their real names used in the dissertation (all signed
without hesitation). There was no discomfort or confusion around this process, since it
was a process we were all very familiar with as a result of our involvement in the
Changes Project - the many interviews we had conducted with others and consent forms
we’d asked them to sign.
We began the interviews, and for the most part, the participants led the way.
Occasionally there were questions, like, “How far back do you want me to start?” which
I answered as well as I could. For example,
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You know that what I’m trying to do is to get a better understanding of
what the Changes Project has meant in your life. I’m curious to know
more about your life before the project began. Start as far back as you’d
like. Or, where do you want to start?
Other times, participants seemed to falter, or stop, and would say something like, “I’m
not sure where to go next.” At that point, I would ask specific, prompting questions.
These were not questions I had prepared in advance, but questions that arose in my
mind from what participants said, or what I wanted to hear more about that participants
hadn’t yet mentioned (for example. What were your team meetings like? What kinds of
things did you do on a day to day basis?, or, You said earlier that you want to work in
the field of social work. What would you say has led you to that choice?).
So, the interviews were in some ways like a dance. There was an overall form,
but within that a give and take around who led and who followed. I was happy to be led
when participants were on a roll. I didn’t stop to interrupt the flow. On the other hand,
I prompted when I felt it was helpful in order to keep the dance going, and of course the
types of prompts I provided influenced the directions in which we went. In every
interview there were moments that were more conversational as well. We might talk
about how someone was doing and what we’d heard of them since the project ended, or
talk about an experience we had shared - moments more like a Virginia Reel than a
waltz.
The interviews always ended with me thanking the participant, reiterating what I
would be doing with the interviews, and reminding participants that they could call me
at any time to add to what they had said, to change something they had said, and/or to
ask me to exclude parts - or all - of what they had said from the study. I asked
participants if I could contact them in the future if I needed to clarify something they
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had mentioned, or ask additional questions. We talked about how participants were
more than welcome to be a part of the analysis process, and/or to provide feedback on
my interpretations, and to contribute their own. The two participants whose interviews
were the main portion of my comprehensive papers, for example, both contributed their
feedback, ideas and alternative readings, via face-to-face meetings and over the
telephone, during the analysis process, and by actively participating in my
comprehensive examinations.
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CHAPTER 4

TEAM MEMBERS FROM RWN
In this chapter, I present an analysis of the data from the two team members
from the Read/Write/Now Adult Learning Center, Kelly and Vicki. This chapter is
organized into five major sections each with sub-sections. Each section represents a
theme, and the sub-sections sub-themes. The section and sub-section heading titles are
quotes from Vicki and Kelly reflecting the theme or sub-theme. The sections and sub¬
sections included in this chapter are:
1. Voice
(a) “I Don’t Feel Like a Nobody No More, I Feel Like a Somebody”
(b) “I Went to a Conference and it Felt Damn Good”
(c) “I’m There to Learn but also to Teach”
2.

Self As Knower
(a) “You Don’t Have to Have College Knowledge to Know it All”

3. Empathic Knowing
(a) “Some of Them Cried, Made Me Cry Yo”
4. “How To” Knowledge
(a) “I Think My Reading’s Pretty Damn Good”
5. Critically Empathic Knowing
(a) “I Would Like to Have a Day in Their Shoes and They Have a Day
in Our Shoes”
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The first section entitled Voice describes Vicki’s and Kelly’s reflections on
identity, voice and public participation. The second section. Self As Knower, focuses
on Vicki and Kelly’s comments relating to their perceptions of themselves, their
identities, and how they act in the world. The final three sections are linked to Peter
Park’s three categories of knowledge (Park, 1998, 1993) - reflective, representational
and relational - as described in his epistemology. His categories proved to be a useful
framework for organizing the data (see Chapter 1, Organization of Data and Chapters 4
& 5). The third section, “Empathic Knowing,” is linked to relational knowledge. The
fourth section, “How To” Knowledge, is connected to the representational knowledge
category, and the fifth section entitled Critically Empathic Knowing combines both the
relational and reflective knowledge categories. Interwoven throughout Vicki and
Kelly’s words is commentary from the relevant literature as well as my own
observations and interpretations.
To provide an introduction to the participants, I have included descriptions that
they wrote of themselves in 2000:
Kelly - "I am a mother of four, three boys and a girl, ages nine to
seventeen, that receives welfare. I am separated from my husband, but I
have a partner who lives with me. I am a thirty-eight year old woman that
goes to an adult literacy program. I've been attending the [RWN] program
for seven years. Someday I'm hoping to get my GED - before my kids get
theirs - which I doubt. I'm white, I'm bom and raised in Springfield, MA,
and English is my only language." (The Changes Project Report, 2000, 46)
Vicki - "I am an African-American woman bom and raised in Springfield,
MA. I speak English. I am the mother of three boys, and a grandmother of
eight - with two more on the way. I am forty-two years old. I attend an
adult literacy program. I've been coming to it for between six and seven
years. I am here for two reasons: to learn how to read and to get my GED.
I am an ex-welfare recipient. My source of income is now SS and SSI. The
reason why I was interested in welfare reform is to learn more about the
changes and their effects on women and their children - it has a great
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effect on children and their parents. I think the only way for the policy
makers to know what is going on is to come down and see for themselves.
1 hope all our findings and our research, I hope it helps them really realize
that education is definitely the key. You can NOT get off AFDC without
education, job training and day care." (The Changes Project Report, 2000,
24)

Voice

“I Don’t Feel Like a Nobody No More. I Feel Like a Somebody”
Vicki and Kelly talk about how the Changes Project affected their ability to
express themselves. Both feel that, over time, they have become more outspoken, and
more able to articulate their thoughts and feelings in different venues. Kelly says, “I’m
very much more outspoken. Before I wasn’t outspoken.” Later she adds,
I have more feelings now than I used to have, and I can express them. I
feel I can speak out better to Doctors, to teachers, and my kids. They can
understand me better. I listen to them better and I’m clearer with them. I
set clearer limits. They listen to me better. My family has noticed I’ve
changed.
In Kelly’s comments, she describes a link between her increasing ability to express
herself, knowing her feelings better, being able to listen to others better, and feeling she
is listened to better. We will return to this link later in this discussion.
Vicki articulates the link between confidence and the ability to speak out. As
her belief grew, over the course of the project, that what she had to say, and how she
was saying it, was valued, she was able to trust herself more, and this led to an
increased ability to express herself. She describes it this way, in a discussion about a
presentation we did at a local college:
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We felt that, because we couldn’t read so good, some of the activities, the
work we were doing ... we felt insecure. So we had to get a basic
understanding and get a grip. Perhaps not think that way, because that
wasn’t surely happening, but in our minds it was. And if it is happening
[if people are critical of my work, or who I am] I can say I would like to
be treated a little better, you know, express my feelings with them, and let
them know.
Kelly is explicit about how her feelings of increased outspokenness are tied to
her ability to express her feelings better. For Vicki the link is always tied to her
growing sense of confidence in herself, and a greater trust of others. She says, in a later
interview,
I’ve had to realize that not everyone is out to get me. And not to be so
judgmental. I have to realize that just because I had a bad experience with
one person, doesn’t mean that it’s going to happen to everyone who comes
my way.
Her ability to express herself publicly, or in new arenas, improved in direct connection
to her trust that her audience would accept her. In fact, she talks at length about how
important it was to her to feel a sense of “belongingness,” to feel “connected,” and “a
part of,” in relationship to school, to the Changes Project, to the Health Team, and in the
various venues in which we spoke publicly. The more often she felt accepted, and
valued by, the audiences to whom she spoke, the more confident she felt, and the more
she trusted herself.
To what do Vicki and Kelly attribute their increased outspokenness, ability to
express themselves, and the confidence to do so? They talk explicitly about two
features of the Changes Project that relate to this evolution: speaking publicly, and the
team meetings. They are inter-connected, and these connections will become clearer as
we discuss each in turn.
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“I Went to a Conference and it Felt Damn Good”
Throughout the course of the Changes Project, we gave over ten presentations at
local, as well as statewide, conferences and workshops. Three of these were held at
local colleges including Smith, the University of Massachusetts, and Amherst College.
One was the statewide Adult Education Conference, called Network, which is held in
Marlborough, MA. We also spoke out at three different rallies/speak-outs on economic
rights and Welfare Reform (one locally, one at the UN in New York City, and one at the
University of Massachusetts, Boston Harborside). We spoke in conference halls, and at
outdoor podiums, to large audiences. We facilitated workshop presentations to smaller
groups of people. We marched in rallies. These events were attended by professors,
college students, adult learners in basic education and ESOL programs, community
activists, teachers, politicians, and bureaucrats. In future, “public speaking” will refer
to the kinds of presenting, facilitating and speaking out we did in these venues.
Vicki and Kelly talk repeatedly about the public speaking events we attended.
In fact, the first thing Kelly mentions about the Changes Project when I ask her to
describe it, is going to conferences. I didn’t ask her to describe what she enjoyed most,
just to describe the project, to tell me what she did as a participant in it. She said:
I think what I enjoyed really a lot is when we go to the colleges ... [it] was
exciting, scary as hell, but exciting. Because it’s different. I never did
anything like that in my life.
Vicki’s response to a general question about the Changes Project is similar, but she then
links it directly to her changing sense of self-esteem:
I like it because we went to different colleges. Because I don’t feel like a
nobody no more, I feel like a somebody.
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The power of these public speaking events is also evident in their responses to
what, if anything, they would like to change about the Project. Both Kelly and Vicki
agree that besides having the project continue they would like more public speaking
events. This is from a group discussion: “No, not really [I wouldn’t make any
changes]. No. I think maybe, if anything, if we did more speak outs.” I ask again and
the response is the same, “No, maybe a little bit more conferences, you know.”
In order to understand the power of these events to Vicki and Kelly, we need to
look at some of the contextual and historical factors. First of all, neither Vicki nor
Kelly had much opportunity to speak publicly before. Vicki had some experiences
giving presentations at local adult education programs and at a statewide conference as
1

a member of Read/Write/Now’s Health Team , but had dropped out of the Team a
couple of years ago. Both had experience reading their writing publicly to their writing
groups at Read/Write/Now and to the larger Read/Write/Now community (including
friends and family members of Read/Write/Now learners and teachers). Neither had
extensive public speaking experience, however. They were not active in their churches,
and Kelly mentioned that she had never felt comfortable speaking at her PTA meeting for example.

l

Vicki was a member of Read/Write/Now’s Health Team for approximately two
years. The Health Team, comprised of six or seven Read/Write/Now learners and one
teacher, researched various health issues of importance to the Read/Write/Now
community, and then prepared social action theater pieces (although they also created
brochures, and posters, and other health education tools, the social action theater was
the heart of the group’s activities) to present at Read/Write/Now as well as to other
ABE/ESOL programs and various community groups locally and statewide. The
purpose of these social action theater pieces was to educate, as well as to help people to
begin talking about some of the harder to discuss health issues such as domestic
violence, prostate cancer and AJDs.
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This is not to say that they are unable to speak comfortably, competently and
with authority in every setting. Both Vicki and Kelly, for example, have been welfare
recipients and have had a long history of successfully negotiating the various avenues of
the system in order to get their checks, to get food stamps, to get services for their
children. Much of that negotiating involves being able to express yourself clearly, and
with authority. Kelly is raising four children, and Vicki has raised three and is now
helping to raise her grandchildren. One of Kelly’s children needs special assistance for
a learning disability, and Kelly has been able to get him the help he needs and enroll
him in appropriate programs. In other words, and without belaboring the point, both
Vicki and Kelly are competent and knowledgeable in many areas of their lives. They
have strong voices and use these skillfully in managing many aspects of their lives as
parents, community members, learners, and partners in relationships, among other
identities. They are not, and would not consider themselves, silenced - as a general
descriptor.
There are certain venues, however, to which they have never had access and
therefore in which they have never felt heard. These include the audiences to whom
they spoke during the Changes Project. There are several descriptors that apply, but
two of the key ones, from Vicki and Kelly’s perspectives, are that these audiences are
comprised of people who have a high degree of formal education, and who are in a
position to make decisions that affect the wider society. As stated above, the groups we
spoke to included professionals in education and related fields, professors at
Universities, college students, policy makers, and politicians. Following are Vicki’s
descriptions of these groups:
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Seriously, I was in the same room with urn, I don’t know, seniority? I was
in the same room with seniority, and I felt good. I didn’t feel, you know,
belittled. I thought I would, but I felt really good. It made me feel like a
powerful, powerful woman. A powerful person. I felt good for that day.
And when I came home and told my kids, “I went to a conference, and
that felt damn good.” (laugh) And they started laughing at me. I said, “It
felt real good, you just don’t know ‘til...” I tried to get them to
understand. And going to the different colleges. Oh, that really felt good.
I felt right at home, just like I belooonged. You know? Yeah, really,
really, really, wow.
Later, she adds:
It was an experience, that I, that I never thought I could experience
something like that. And it was good educational-wise for me, and I’ve
gotten something out of it. I was just, to see it in person. That was really,
really, um, I was excited, I was just happy to be there, you know, to be one
of those, to be one of those groups, I fitted in. I was sitting at home
watching that kind of thing on TV and wondering oh god I wish I could be
there. I don’t think I could fit in, though, because, you know, I’m on
welfare, and you know, that’s not for me, that’s for them, they’d probably
shun me, you know. I’d probably make a fool out of myself, [...a pause...]
okay, see, how much I, I really do miss it. I miss it.
Vicki describes these groups as “seniority”, and as “that kind of thing on TV.”
These were groups that she never imagined herself being a part of, much less feeling a
sense of belonging to, and feeling accepted and valued by. To understand her statement
that, “It made me feel like a powerful, powerful woman. A powerful person,” is to
understand how she positions herself in relationship to the world. Understanding that
helps to understand the dramatic effect participation at these conferences had on her.
Voice exists in relationship, as does self. Before talking more above Vicki’s personal
history, however, I’d like to bring in the comments of bell hooks, who has written a
great deal about the meaning of what she calls, “coming to voice.”
In “When I Was a Young Soldier for the Revolution”: Coming to Voice, bell
hooks speaks highlights the importance of being heard in shaping voice. To whom we
speak is as important in forming our voices as who we are. She, like Carol Gilligan,
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speaks of women, but specifically about women who are members of oppressed groups.
For these women, bell hooks claims, “coming to voice” is a political act. It is, in itself,
an act of transformation. For bell hooks, voice is very concretely located within power
relations. Like Gilligan, hooks says that women, particularly women who are members
of oppressed groups, do not speak for fear of not being heard. She quotes Audre Lorde,
“women within oppressed groups who have contained so many feelings—despair, rage,
anguish—who do not speak, as poet Audre Lorde writes, ‘for fear our words will not be
heard or welcomed’” (Elbow, ed., 1994, p. 53). Vicki did fear she would not be heard
in the venues in which we spoke, by these people she describes as “seniority”.
Speaking in these settings, and feeling heard, was an act of transformation for Vicki.
Vicki knows that she has power and ability in certain aspects of her life, but she
has never felt a part of society’s decision-making apparatus. By that I mean that she has
never felt that she was a direct contributor to the laws and policies that affect us all on a
day to day basis, nor to the voices we hear and are influenced by in the media. Not only
has she felt disenfranchised, she is, to a large extent, disenfranchised. She is politically
savvy, and she talks articulately about her feelings of disenfranchisement in the
following quote:
I’m a registered voter, but I don’t know why. It’s just so hard for me to
vote. Because I just, I feel there’s no changes, to me, to me there’s no
changes. At that time, they say, we’re gonna do this and we’re gonna do
that, and it sounds oh so good. And you know rushing there to the little
box, and I’m gonna vote for him cause he sounds so honest, and then after
that, what it sounds like, and after it gets voted in, he’s not still talking the
same thing. So that frustrates me. They can take advantage of our money,
or our choice to choose them.
She left school before learning to read and write, she is an African American
woman, a single mother, a welfare recipient. She is a member of multiple minority
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groups, none of which are traditionally the holders of power in our society. She is, of
course, more than the sum of these categories, but her experiences have made her feel
that her voice would not be heard in the arenas where power plays out at a societal
level. Not only have her experiences made her feel that she would not be heard, she has
not been heard, nor has she had access. She is very aware of the stigmas attached to
some of her identities, or identifiers, she says it in her own words above, “I don’t think I
could fit in though, because you know. I’m on welfare, and that’s not for me, that’s for
them, they’d probably shun me, you know. I’d probably make a fool out of myself.”
Below, she talks about this in terms of education, in relationship to her feelings about
how others perceive her because she does not read and write well, and does not have a
high school diploma, or a college degree:
I used to tell my buddy (Kelly)... when you go there, just put your head
up, and point your nose to the wind, and just think, I’m just as educational
as they are too. And they will watch where we’re at, and we’re going to
be where they’re at, one day. ... And I told her that, it probably hurts so
much, well we feel out of place, because we want to be in that place SO
bad that you know we don’t know how to present ourselves. And we’re
going to have those nerves, oh no, they’re going to think less of us ...
because of our reading ability, it’s not just as good as theirs. ... But I’m
happy, and I feel comfortable when I’m with them now. At first, I didn’t,
I felt you know, because we couldn’t do that, because we didn’t have that
education that they have.
It is not surprising that she feels that she would not belong in the groups she constructs
as, and that often are, those that influence how our society is structured. It is also then
becomes easier to see the power these experiences held for her, and for Kelly
Kelly does not talk as explicitly about how she viewed the groups to whom we
spoke, nor her feelings of disenfranchisement. When she talks about her initial
apprehension in addressing the groups to whom we spoke, she focuses on her feelings
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around her inability to read and write well, her fear that this would make people less
likely to listen to her, and to value what she had to say. She does mention, in one
conversation, that she had never imagined she would one day be standing up in front of
a group and talking, “Because I would NEVER, never in a million years, get up and talk
like that.” The power of these experiences for her, was no less than for Vicki, and that
becomes clear when she talks about the ways in which these events affected her.
I asked Kelly why she felt that the Changes Project had made her feel more
outspoken, and her response was:
Well, because I think with the Changes Project we discuss a lot of things,
and we don’t hide nuthing. And then when we come up to these
conferences we got like sixty people there and you gotta, you gotta talk to
these people. They’re there to listen to you. So you have to present
yourself really well. And you gotta be outspoken and mean what you say.
That has a lot to do with it. Believe me. Because I would NEVER, never
in a million years, get up and talk like that. You know. If I had something
to say, and there was a group of people ... I betcha I could go to a PTA
meeting right now and talk shit all day long. To these people. If I was
mad with the school system, and I didn’t like what they did and so forth,
oh yeah. [Before] I would never, I would never, I would just sit there and
listen myself. Now I would get up, and I would talk. Yeah. Because I
wouldn’t have that fear in front of me. Because I already broke that shit
man, that... is broken. And I’m very much outspoken. Before I wasn’t
outspoken, I be like mhmm mhmm.
One of the key aspects of this experience is feeling heard. It is not enough just
to talk - you must feel listened to. It is the experience of being listened to that is
transformative, not the experience of talking. Not only have Kelly and Vicki not had
access to these particular audiences before, they had a great deal of fear and trepidation
approaching them. They did not feel they would belong, they thought they would be
looked down on because they don’t read and write well, or because they are former
welfare recipients. In addition, they had each had previous experiences with not feeling
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listened to. In this example, Kelly describes her experiences in high school, just before
she decided to drop out, “Nobody wouldn’t listen to me or nothin’. I couldn’t do shit, I
couldn’t do nothin’ and I felt so out of place, and they wouldn’t listen to me, nobody
wouldn’t listen to me or nothin’. ... I felt totally out of place, stupid.”
To overcome their fear, to speak to these new audiences, was a courageous act.
To feel listened to by these audiences is what helped them to believe that their
knowledge was valuable and legitimate, that they had something meaningful to say, that
they fit in, that their means of expressing themselves was valid, and that they, not only
their work, were respected. This is reflected in this comment from a discussion Kelly
and Vicki were having about what they like about the Changes Project was.
How we come up with things on the spur of the moment and we always go
with it and it’s always good, like the tree and tear drops and leaves. What
we found that was positive, negative, supportive. The garden was tough.
And when the people see our work, they always think it’s good. We’re
creative. They know that.
This was a potent experience, and both Vicki and Kelly talk at length about how it
affected them. As Kelly states above, “They’re there to listen to you,” and knowing
this, she says, means that you “gotta be outspoken and mean what you say.” Doing this,
and having repeated positive responses helped her to feel confident enough to believe
she could speak out to other audiences.
Carol Gilligan locates her concept of voice as existing in relationship, “I have
learned about resonance and come to a new way of understanding how the voice speaks
in relationship-how it is expanded or constricted by relational ties” (Elbow, ed.,1994,
p. 177), and, “speaking depends on listening and being heard; it is an intensely
relational act” (Elbow, ed.,1994, p. 178). In other words, voice is about both what is
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said and how it is heard. Voice, for Gilligan, cannot exist in a vacuum. It exists in the
moment that it is enacted, and that enactment occurs within a social setting. The
dynamics of that setting, and what occurs when we voice ourselves within it, affect who
we are perceived as being, and we who perceive ourselves as being.
It is here that we clearly see that voice is about identity. How we speak is about
who we are. Responses to how we express ourselves are responses to who we are, and
they affect our perceptions of self. A person who feels consistently not heard will soon
stop speaking. Bakhtin’s ideas about intonation and choral support are interesting in
relationship to this how this plays out:
Intonation can be thoroughly understood only when one is in touch with
the assumed value judgments of the given social group, whatever the
scope of that group might be. ... A creatively productive, assured, and
rich intonation is possible only on the basis of presupposed “choral
support.” Where such support is lacking, the voice falters and its
intonational richness is reduced, as happens, for instance, when a person
laughing suddenly realizes that he is laughing alone. (Elbow, ed., 1994,
PP 6-7)
If you believe you face a group who is likely not to listen to you, you are unlikely
to speak. Any attempts to speak will be hesitant and unassured. Choral support
lends strength. Its lack leads ultimately to inaudibility.
The experience of not being listened to, particularly if it is by an audience one
values in some way, soon becomes a belief that “I” am not worth listening to - my ideas
aren’t good, my knowledge isn’t valid, my way of expressing myself is not effective.
Experiences about voice are experiences about who we are. In this case, Vicki and
Kelly consistently, throughout the Changes Project, had the experience of having their
public voice heard and valued. Soon, they began to believe they had something worth
saying, and could say it well. This translated into a belief that, contrary to what others
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had told them, or they had thought of themselves previously, they were capable,
effective, smart women. They felt heard by people they had constructed as least likely
to want to listen to them: people well-educated in the formal system; politicians;
representatives from government offices; people, in other words, who are in positions of
power in our society. Having felt heard by this group gave them a sense that now they
could do it all. Why not talk to the PTA? I’ve already talked been to the Lion’s Den
and found the Lion friendly, so I’m certainly not going to worry about the Lion Tamers.
As Kelly expresses it above, “Now I would get up, and I would talk. Yeah. Because I
wouldn’t have that fear in front of me. Because I already broke that shit man, that... is
broken.”
Later, during a conversation Kelly and Vicki were having, they expressed it this
way:
Kelly, “They’re there to listen to what we have to say - Welfare Reform,
findings, all that. It’s not them out there, we’re doing it. It kind of makes
my head swell, put it that way. Because they enjoy it.”
Vicki, “It makes my heart swell.”
Kelly, “I’m more outspoken.”
Vicki, “Each time we go there [to the colleges] it inspires me more. The
things we do, it’s going to change us. I want it to change me for the
better.”
After the project ended, Vicki commented,
I miss it [the project]. I miss it a lot. I miss it because it was letting me be
me. And I felt like a businesswoman. (Small laugh) And every time when
I came home it made me feel like a much better person - that I was doing
something that mattered. I became important.
I understand her comment to be a reflection that her growing sense of
importance and self-worth in relationship to her work translated to her identity as well.
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She felt like “a businesswoman,” she was doing something that mattered (this relates to
the fact that we were working on the issue of Welfare Reform, as well, and I will talk
more about this in the section on Knowledge). She felt confident, and had a sense of
purpose. She knew that what she was doing was helping others, and was valued by
others. She felt that this was, “letting me be me.” She had the space to speak out and
be heard, and to develop her strengths in these areas. As these aspects of her identity
grew stronger, she recognized herself, a part of herself that she had not always had the
means to express, but that is integral to her concept of who she is.
Vicki’s articulation is similar to bell hooks’ belief that voice is a process of self¬
definition, not as a process of fitting a self defined by others. In addition, she calls for a
recognition of multiple voices, defying the idea of the “static notion of self and identity”
(Elbow, ed., 1994, p. 52). Henry Giroux echoes this when he reminds us that, “It is
important to stress that students [I would add, people] do not have a singular voice,
which suggests a static notion of identity and subjectivity” (Giroux & Aronowitz, 1991,
p. 100). hooks believes that this is particularly important for groups who traditionally
are not in positions of power in society. In addition to the fears of not being heard or
understood, they have consistently been forced into the object position in mainstream
discourse: “Speaking becomes both a way to engage in active self-transformation and a
rite of passage where one moves from being object to being subject. Only as subjects
can we speak” (p. 53). Voice, in this sense, is an act of resistance. It is about saying:
Transformation is possible. I can make it happen. By adding my voice, I
change. By voicing myself, I am changed. My identity is shaped and
formed in relationship, but it is not defined only by your conception of me.
I name myself, and name again.
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In these next quotes, Vicki and Kelly talk more about how the act of presenting
at the conferences, and being listened to, improved their confidence in themselves, as
well as in their ability to voice themselves publicly:
And at first I said, no I can’t do this, because I can’t, I can’t read, you
know, and no, I ain’t gonna do this, because my reading ain’t good, and I
don’t belong, that’s something you ask someone more professional - that
has been there, knows what to do. But, I learned.
And Kelly talking about a specific conference we attended:
God damn words, I still can’t remember ... I just did it fine on the way up
[practicing in the car on the way to a statewide conference], you know, but
as soon as I got there it’s like poof. You know, I was nervous. ..But I did
very well. And I even shocked myself.
Later she adds:
If we go to a conference we have to present our work good so everybody
will understand it, which, a lot of people ... we’re great, we’re actually
good [underline added]. And, I give us that much credit, yes, with our art
work we do, with our - when we find stuff, I mean we’re always bringing
something to show it, it’s not just a paper to read off the paper. We
usually got Kate Hicks, her little story, the star and the moon, our tree,
now we have our garden we’re working on, our vegetables. When we
introduce that to our next presentation or whatever you want to calk
people gonna eat it right up [underline added].
She became so certain of the worth of her work, that at one point when I asked Kelly
what she learned from the other Changes Project teams, she said,
You know, the honest truth, I think they’re learning more from us. From
you and Vicki. I think ... We present ourselves so well - that sometimes I
think they’re stealing my ideas, but... I will not tell them yet. But if I feel
that they are stealing my ideas I will let them know. I think we’re really
good.
Vicki mentions how her sense of their audience also began to change (and this
relates to Bakhtin’s comments earlier as well), and how this affected her:
I don’t feel like I don’t belong anymore. I feel real good, and it makes me
feel very important. Especially when I attend some of the analyses at the
colleges. I feel real good. I feel like I belong in there. And I want to
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attend college. I would love to attend college. And going there we realize
that there are some people that are in college that are on welfare too.
The audience becomes real, it is no longer a faceless mob, but comprised of individuals,
some of whom we realize are not so dissimilar from ourselves. As Vicki began to feel
more connected, her sense of possibilities opened up. If other people who had similar
experiences were in college now, then one day she could go to college. Why not? She
says, “It’s all part of learning who you are and letting yourself know that you can do
anything.” She goes on to say, “The project made me feel that I can go ahead and go
through with my goals. It made me feel more positive about my goals, and to support
my goals, not to let those goals go, you know.” I am not sure that her public speaking
experiences were the only thing that contributed to this feeling, but I know that they
were part of it. Kelly also talks about how her growing confidence has affected her
goals, or her sense of her ability to achieve them, “I have changed. I have more
confidence in myself. I know I can do it. If I really need to get down and do it - do
anything - I know I can do it. You just have to have that confidence.”
This emerging confidence is related to various concurrent factors. In terms of
the Changes Project, they are not just the public speaking events, but also the topic we
were addressing and our awareness of the immediacy of people’s needs. We had the
feeling that anything we could do to help, in whatever small way, was critical (as Vicki
says, “We’re doing something like the government should be doing ”). It also relates to
our interactions within our weekly team meetings. I think that they had a large effect on
not only what we did and how we did it, but on who we became. Our activities and
interactions within the team meetings (as mentioned in the Introduction, we met
together at least once a week for the duration of the two year project) - as well as at the
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three all-site-team gatherings - shaped not only not only what we did and how we did it,
but out perceptions of ourselves - as almost any ongoing group interaction will. Vicki
and Kelly talk below about their perceptions.

“I’m There to Learn, but also to Teach”
Several times during our interviews, as well as during informal discussions in
our team meetings, I ask Kelly and Vicki if they attributes these changes they see in
themselves - increased outspokenness, Kelly’s ability to express her feelings better, a
stronger public voice, more confidence - to the Changes Project, or to
Read/Write/Now, to Kelly’s Monday Parents’ Group meeting, or to other things
happening concurrently in their lives. In the following quote from Kelly, I was asking
her this during one of our interviews, and she inteijects and says quite emphatically,
I think it’s from the Changes Project. I’d say, well - before they could
stab me in my back and I probably wouldn’t say nuthin’. I would just turn
and look the other way. But being out, being out, and talkin’, and
expressin’ yourself, that’s what I really ... I’m expressin’ my feelings,
even with the Changes Project, too. You know, when we meet, when you
and me and Vicki get together, she pisses me off, yo, I will tell her, she’s
wrong. Before I wouldn’t say nuthin’ you know, let her think she’s right.
You know, but all the time to me I know she’s wrong, but I wouldn’t say
nuthin’. But I would tell her now in a minute.
Later she adds,
With Read/Write/Now it’s like my leamin’ is better. And with the
Changes Project, I’m more open, oh my God, I speak, oh my God, I tell
you what’s on my mind, put it that way, you know, and I listen.
In a sense, the team meetings served as “safe houses” for us (Pratt, 1991), places
where we could practice being who we are before takipg ourselves out into the world.
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Mary Louis Pratt describes the term in an account of the challenges (and rewards as
well) of a “multiple cultural histories” course she taught at Stanford:
The fact that no one was safe made all of us involved in the course
appreciate the important role of what we came to call ‘safe houses’. We
use the term to refer to social and intellectual spaces where groups can
constitute themselves as horizontal, homogenous, sovereign communities
with high degrees of trust, shared understandings, temporary protection
from legacies of oppression. Where there are legacies of subordination,
groups need places for healing and mutual recognition, safe houses in
which to construct shared understandings, knowledges, claims on the
world that they can then bring into the contact zone. (Cope & Kalantzis,
2000, p. 266)
I believe the team meetings did serve as this type of a space for us.
We developed a sense of trust in each other, and as this grew, we could bring
more and more of our identities in. We were researchers, teachers and learners, we
were black and white and working class and middle class and heterosexual and not, we
were women, we were mothers - and we were not, we were tall and short, we were
formally educated, we were enrolled in an adult literacy program, we were welfare
recipients, we were professionals, and we were friends. As we became comfortable
bringing more of our identities in, each of us could be less and less of each of them, and
more and more of all of them. In settings where you are not devoting energy to keeping
some of your identities out (For example, I’m a student in this class and so I’m not
going to tell the teacher that in my experience what she’s saying is not right, because
students should be quiet and listen ... or... my partner is female, and so I will avoid
talking about anything to do with romantic relationships in this group...), you have more
freedom of movement. There is more room, to play and to risk, and so there is more
opportunity for real growth and change. And change is, after all, the thing, as Paulo
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Freire describes it, “through which we affirm ourselves and become creatures capable
of decisiveness and rupture” (Park, 1993, ix).
Vicki talks about how the support she received from Kelly allowed her to take
more risks when speaking in public venues:
I think it’s a mind...it’s - we’re insecure. You know, because of our
situation. And sometimes I tell Kelly that we’re insecure. Usually I let
Kelly know if I get a feeling that isn’t right, so she can observe and let me
know if it’s just me. And she does the same with me.
As Jerome Bruner says, “Only two things can be said for certain and in general: the
management of self-esteem is never simple and never settled, and its state is affected
powerfully by the availability of supports provided from outside” (Bruner, 1996, p. 37).
The supports are not complicated - but one of the most critical is, “...the chance for
discourse that permits one to find out why or how things didn’t work out as planned”
(Bruner, 1996, p. 37). We were able to do this with each other because of the
relationships we developed in the team meetings.
Vicki talks more about her relationship with Kelly, and some of the dynamics
occurring in the team meetings:
Kelly is a real good friend. She’s a real good school buddy. Iflhada
chance to go back to being in school again, I would want her for my friend
from like elementary on up, because that’s something, that’s special, when
you have a friend for that long. Me and her bicker sometimes, yeah, all
the time (laugh). But it’s good bickering, and we’re good friends. She
calls me her little buddy. She’s a real good person. Kelly’s funny. Kelly
don’t care about too much. She’s very outspoken. She’s funny. She’s
funny (laugh). Working with her is good. We have good ideas. We come
up with good things. Sometimes her ideas better than mine, and
sometimes mines is better than hers. And then we try to top it off and get
her ... my idea has gotta be better than hers. And no matter what we’re
still friends, so we don’t get offended. You won’t feel offended, and she
does not feel offended, and I don’t think I make her feel offended.
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And here Kelly addresses the same theme:
Our meetings are like every Wednesday . We get together, me and Sherry
and of course Vicki, pain in the ass (laugh), she’s my best friend. It’s not
a good day - if Vicki’s not there, that’s it, it’s not a good day. She’s gotta
be there. I need somebody to argue with. So. But other than that we sit,
we work out different issues, what we’re gonna present at these meetings,
we have our arguments, you know that’s all good. So, it’s pretty good.
Jill Tarule talks about the importance of a nonthreatening environment,
...she stipulates that the dialogue had to be nonthreatening for her
participation and learning to flourish. This stipulation highlights what are
for many women the relational requirements for a productive dialogue, an
emphasis that reverberates with the relational emphasis in human
development (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982; Jordan, Kaplan, & Miller,
1991; Lyones, 1983; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Ruddick, 1986).
(Goldberger, et. al., p. 281)
We all need audiences with whom we can play, with whom we can practice and try
ourselves out, with whom we can take risks and discover who we are. As Kelly says
above when talking about why she feels she’s more outspoken now, “Well, with the
Changes Project we discuss a lot of things, and we don’t hide nuthing ” We can’t be
this open when we are speaking to those in positions of authority over us (if not never,
then rarely) because there is too much at stake. We can challenge, but we can’t play,
and if we challenge, we very concretely put ourselves at risk.
I was concerned that my position in the group as the “Site Research Facilitator,”
as well as a former teacher of Vicki’s, would create a situation in which Vicki and Kelly
would feel constrained in some way. I know that it affected the dynamic of the team
meetings, each of our various positionalities did, but what I was worried about was that
it would keep them from taking leadership roles, from developing ownership and
confidence in their identities as knowers and speakers (I want to talk about my own
struggles with this in a further discussion, but it is not in the scope of this one to do so.
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What is important here are Vicki and Kelly’s perceptions). I wanted us to be able to
engage in what Tarule calls, “real talk,”
Other women we quoted described different ways of feeling entitled to
participate in dialogue, sometimes as listener only, sometimes as speaking
tentatively, sometimes seeking what those coded as constructive knowers
called “real talk,” talk that creates an optimum setting in which “the half
baked or emergent idea can grow” (WWK, p. 144). (Goldberger, et al., p.
285)
They described their perceptions of our roles in the final interviews we did near the end
of the project. Here’s Vicki first:
[We had] A LOT of fun. There’s a lot of silly silly going on, but we’re
getting the job done. Me and Kelly, we usually bicker between each other,
but it’s never a dull day. And Sherry, she’s really understanding, she just
joins right in with us, she doesn’t bicker as much (laughing), she lets us
know what we need to do. She let us know what’s needed to be done...
what they’re looking for, and the findings, and when we got a need of an
ally, and all them, the other groups, and when we do meet up. [And here
she talks about our all-site team gatherings] It’s nice, it’s fun, we get to
see each other for five or ten, fifteen minutes, and then after that we have
to split up, and go back and do our work again, and so every Wednesday,
me and Kelly and Sherry get together. [And sometimes] Sherry comes
from out of Hadley, Sherry drives down from Hadley and picks me and
Kelly up and we go to different seminars.
Here, I ask Kelly directly what she thinks our roles are in the team meetings:
In the Changes Project? I don’t know, I never really looked at it that way.
I think we play the same role, all of us, because we’re doing the same
thing. When we all work together with it, it comes out great.
She continues,
I think ... I think we’re all leaders, [underline added]. I think now we can
talk shit and say Sherry’s the leader this week, let her do what she gotta
do, or Vicki you’re the leader, you know, you take over, and you can give
us feedback, what you think, if you don’t like it, stuff like that. I think
we’re all bosses [underline added].
I ask her if she feels like she could tell me if she didn’t like the way I was doing
something, and she interjects before I’m finished:

114

Oh, definitely, oh no no no no ... no, I ain’t questioning [that], I would tell
you. I would say, I don’t like how we’re gonna present this, or Vicki, if
she conies up with the idears, the stars and them, that was fine, you know
that worked out great and stuff, and she, Vicki has more of a, she’s more
creative, Vicki is, I think, in a lot of ways. You know what I mean?
I felt the same way. I talk more about some of the many things that, and many
ways in which, Vicki and Kelly taught me in the next section on knowledge, but I want
to say here that they were often my teachers. They often led me. We took on different
roles in terms of leadership at different times. As Paulo Freire says, “Through dialogue,
the teacher of the students and the students of the teacher cease to exist and a new term
emerges: teacher-student with student-teachers.” (Mayo, Freire, 1999, p. 65) I believe
this is really what happened.
I think that it is in the ways that we were able to speak and listen to each other in
our team meetings that led to how our voices were shaped, and were able to grow
stronger. I like Giroux’s description of what voice, as the means whereby “teachers and
students attempt to make themselves present and to define themselves as active authors
of their own world’” (Giroux and Aronowitz, 1991, p. 103) Inherent in the notion of
audible voice is, of course, the listener. Voice can’t exist without the one who perceives
it. It is in this sense that when we say, “She has no voice”, we’re also saying, “I can’t
hear her voice.” This double aspect of voice is important, particularly in thinking about
how our identities are shaped in communities of practice. When I say “I can’t hear
you” I am speaking as much about myself as I am about you. How we do - or do not listen to each other has a powerful effect on who we become.
I think we listened to each other well in our team meetings. As Kelly points out,
“No one’s going to listen to you if you’re not going to talk.” At the same time, no one’s
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going to talk if they aren’t going to be listened to. In the team meetings - as well as
through other project activities (and I’ll talk about some of these more specifically in
the next section), we learned not just about expressing ourselves, but about listening. I
think this loops back to Kelly’s initial comments in this section, about the link between
the ability to express yourself, knowing your own feelings better, being able to listen to
others better, and feeling you are listened to better.
In the safety of the team, we had the freedom to take risks, we had built to build
relationships within which mistakes were forgivable. Taking risks and succeeding
(success, in this sense, is in feeling heard) leads to the ability to trust yourself better.
Trusting yourself more, you take more risks in expressing yourself. “Voice,” as Carol
Gilligan says, “is natural and also cultural. It is composed of breath and sound, words,
rhythm, and language. And voice is a powerful psychological instrument and channel,
connecting inner and outer worlds” (Elbow, 1994, p. 178). Through expression we
learn who we are (as Kelly says above, “I have more feelings now than I used to have,
and I can express them”). Through listening we help others to create who they are.
This is how listening is connected to creating who we are. As Kelly says of her
children, “I listen to them better and I’m clearer with them. I set clearer limits. They
listen to me better.” She listens to them better, they listen to her better, she expresses
herself more, through this she learns more about who she is, she is able to be clearer,
and so she is listened to better. The cycle continues. As Kelly says, “I listen better to
people. I can express myself a lot better. Because I listen I can express mvself better
[underline added].
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I want to return to Kelly’s comments about the differences she perceives in her
experiences at Read/Write/Now and with the Changes Project. I don’t want to fault
Read/Write/Now. It is a wonderful program, and I in no way want to critique it here.
The Changes Project was made possible because of Read/Write/Now’s commitment to
seeking out funds to create this type of activity. The Changes Project is not separate
from Read/Write/Now - it comes out of it. Kelly’s experiences with one aspect of
Read/Write/Now, the Changes Project, as opposed to what she experiences in other
aspects, is what is referred to below.
When I ask Kelly to describe a day in her life at Read/Write/Now - outside of
Changes Project activities - she talks about being good, and doing good and wanting to
be good this year. She talks about “slackin’” and “messed up” and “on a roll” and
“buckle down” and “stay on track” and “turning my leaf around.” Read/Write/Now is
connected, in Kelly’s mind, to her conception of school, her mental model of what
school is. School and Being Good (or being bad) are linked. Her identity in School is
to be either a good student or a bad student (in the next section on knowledge there is
more detail on Kelly’s previous experiences in school, and these have, of course, deeply
influenced her conception of what it is and who she is in it). The Changes Project
(although also a facet of Read/Write/Now) does not fit into her model of School. I’m
glad of that. It gave her more directions in which to move (rather than either towards
the gold star or towards the detention). I want to conclude this section with these final
words of Kelly’s (again, in response to me asking her to what she attributes the changes
she sees in herself):
At Read/Write/Now, it’s like I’m here to learn and listen. Okay. That’s
what I’m there for. And the Monday’s meetings [a parents group meeting
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at Read/Write/Now] is to listen and learn and feedback. And with the
Changes Project it’s a whole totally different thing because I’m there to
learn, but also to teach [underline added]. You know? To teach the other
people, so yeah, I think it’s a lot with the Changes Project. Because I
have to listen and learn, but also I have to teach these people and tell these
people what’s going on.

Self as Knower

“You Don’t Have to Have College Knowledge to Know it All”
I asked Kelly to tell me what she did as a participant of the Changes Project.
She almost immediately began talking about the conferences we attended, as mentioned
earlier in the Voice section, but she also had this to say, “What I do with the Changes
Project? That’s kind of difficult in a way because I know so much so I don’t k now
where to begin.” Right away, she positions herself as someone who knows a lot.
In the next quote, it becomes clear that the positive feedback received from
audiences at our conference presentations was a part of the process of helping Kelly to
feel her knowledge was legitimate and valued. Her confidence is evident. She believes
she is a knower, she is capable of contributing her knowledge to others, and they value
it. She also talks about herself as a creator of knowledge. Through the project, “...we
go digging. And we can dig - with the interviews and stuff...” she says, and then we
bring what we learned to present to others. As Peter Park points out, in reference to
what occurs in participatory research projects.
The path from knowledge generation to knowledge utilization is direct...
since the same actors are involved in both activities. ... Participatory
research restructures this relationship between knowing and doing, and
puts the people in charge of both the production and the utilization of
knowledge. (Park, 1993, 3-4)
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Kelly states very explicitly, in reference to our audiences, “sometimes they don’t know
WHAT’s going on”. She is there to inform them, to contribute, to let them know
WHAT’s going on. Her identity as a capable, confident, competent participant in
knowledge generation and dissemination is evident:
These are presentations, how we find ... things about the welfare system,
how it affects adult learners. Matter of fact how it affects everybody that’s
on the welfare system. How the welfare stabbing a lot of people in the
back, do not give them the right information. And - our Changes Project
work - we find out about these issues and we let everybody else know
what’s going on, than what they are not saying. So, when we go to these
big meetings, we present our work, we present all our findings, what we
2

know, we created - we make trees, and Kate Hicks [trees were an analytic
and reflective tool we used, - see Appendix - and Carolyn Hicks was a
picture story we made to represent the life of a single mother welfare
recipient without using text], we presented Kate Hicks. They give great
feedbacks because they like what we find out because a lot of people don’t
know WHAT’s going on with the system. They think they do, but they
don’t. You know what I’m saying? And this way we go digging. And we
can dig - I mean our interviews and stuff.
You know people they’re gonna be dropping out of school because they
have no day care, or their time limit’s up, or they have to do community
services, stuff like that, and we write up reports and we bring them, too.
Sometimes we use one person out of the interviews, or we’ll speak about
this person to let other people know how hard it is [with] other people on
the welfare system - and the changes that’s going on. It’s totally affecting,
you know, everything.
Vicki talks about how going to conferences at colleges and elsewhere and
feeling valued in those venues helped her to believe that her knowledge was valuable,
and this translated directly to her sense of self:

Kate Hicks was a fictitious person we used to represent a composite story of
what was happening to women in adult literacy programs who were affected by Welfare
Reform. We created Kate Hicks (and made a story board visual about her life) to bring
home the realities of people’s experiences to our audiences at presentations and
workshops. She gave the data life, and was also a tool that allowed Vicki and Kelly to
show off some of their strengths since it did not rely on text, but on visual
representation and story telling.
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I like it because we went to different colleges. Because I don’t feel like a
nobody no more, I feel like a somebody. I’ve dreamed of college. When
I’m there, I know I can do it. There’s no difference between me and the
college people. You don’t have to have college knowledge to know it all.
Previously, as mentioned in the Voice section, Vicki had felt silenced in these
venues, in groups of formally educated people, professionals, politicians, people who
are making decisions about how our society is structured. Vicki had never felt able to
contribute to these conversations. Now she knew she could. She knows that decisions
affecting all of us are often made by a few. She had been excluded from that few, and
now she was not. She, too, could contribute to conversations that affect what happens
on a societal level. Additionally, she was able to present herself and her knowledge in
ways that felt comfortable to her. She did not have to adapt to the extent that she felt
she was no longer herself. She retained ownership of the means of transmitting the
knowledge she had generated. She was well-received - not only her knowledge, but her
way of talking about her knowledge. She was valued. Being valued by this particular
group, and not having to become someone unrecognizable and alien in order to do it,
had a powerful effect.
This was a group of people that Vicki and Kelly had constructed as the experts,
the knowers, the authorities - not just on the topic of Welfare Reform, but in general.
These are the people, as Vicki said earlier, “I see on TV,” the “seniority.” Aida Hurtado
says.
The differences in value attached to significant group memberships to a
large extent determines what access individuals have to knowledge, what
is considered knowledge, and ultimately how it is that one comes to
perceive oneself as knowledgeable in spite of one’s group memberships.
(Goldberger, et. al., 1996, p. 374)
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To be valued by this group, appearing as themselves, gave Vicki and Kelly the
confidence to continue, to present again in other venues. As they began to see their
audiences more clearly, through repeated contact, as the familiarity grew, the distance
between them and their audience diminished. They could now see that these weren’t
magical people with some sort of higher power. They do have power, because of their
position in society, and because of the values and structures of the society that placed
them there, but they also have faults. They don’t know everything.
Kelly reflects this growing awareness in her comment above, “a lot of people
don’t know WHAT’s going on with the system,”. Now Vicki and Kelly began to
believe that they were authorities too. They were the experts. This was a radical
transformation for them. Although they are experts in many aspects of their lives: as
mothers, as partners, as members of their particular communities, they had never felt
their knowledge would stand up against that of formally educated people, against policy
makers, administrators, politicians. The veracity of Hurtado’s comment that, “... all
knowledge is political, and, from this assertion, the generation of counterknowledge is a
political act...the creation and use[s] of [all] knowledge are political acts.” (Goldberger,
et al., p. 387) begins to become clear.
As discussed in the introduction, there is a consensus in our society about what
type of knowledge is valid, and it is primarily instrumental, or scientific knowledge knowledge historically applied in the natural and physical sciences. It is difficult to
challenge the truth claims of this type of knowledge. The process begins with unveiling
its ultimately subjective, value-based foundations. I believe Vicki and Kelly began to
do this, “you don’t have to have college knowledge to know it all.”
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Still, there is an overwhelming amount of evidence to support the validity of
rational, scientific knowledge, and it takes a huge amount of courage to stand up and
challenge that validity. Yet Vicki and Kelly did just that. They showed phenomenal
strength in doing so. And then, as they were received positively, again and again, they
began to believe that what they had to say was valid, just as valid, just as valuable, and
perhaps more so in some cases. They began to believe in themselves as knowers, and as
authorities. They began to believe not just in their ability to know and express what
they knew, but in the particular types of knowledge they embodied as well. In this next
quote, Vicki talks about the different methods we used (I switch to the use of “we” now
because these methods were created by Vicki, Kelly and I as a Team, each of us
contributing) in our presentations, why we used them, and how they helped us to show
the data the way we were experiencing it - not just as disembodied, factual knowledge,
but as felt, situated knowledge:
Our writing’s not that good, so we like to show what we know in different
ways, to express our feelings. Like the Kate Hicks story, the trees, the
garden, the map, the Constellation of Findings [each of these things she
mentions were pictorial representations, interwoven with written text and
oral story, we used to organize, analyze and express what we were
learning].
In one of the interviews, I asked her where those methods came from, and she answers:
I actually came up with some of those methods. Yes, I did. Some of them
sound a little bizarre, I thought, but then I said no, but you know, we
always get together, and we talk about a tree, and the roots, and I said we
can use that... and then coming up with names for these things, so, we
came up with the “Changes Project”, and “Out on a Limb”. Out on a
Limb is our thing, our group. And the tree is based on all the findings, and
all the ups and downs, and they represent different things. The leaves
represent the fallen, the soil representing the how, and the roots and how
they were contaminated, and how the soil got contaminated. ... []t]
represented how we felt. It represents how we got our ideas and our point
across. It represented how we made our voice, our vision, and how we
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gave knowledge to the people who thought that all women on welfare
were just couch potatoes and Jerry Springer lav-abouts. and story listeners
[underline added].
Here Vicki clearly takes ownership for the methods we used to generate,
organize and express our knowledge. She also expresses her belief that the methods we
devised were not only true to how we were experiencing what we were learning, but
that they successfully helped others to participate in our learning as well, “It represented
our voice, our vision, and how we gave knowledge to the people...”.
I just want to mention that in some ways, the tools and methods we used to
organize and present our data and our analyses is reflective of the what Cope and
Kalantzis call the “increasingly multimodal” ways meaning is understood in our society,
“Meaning is made in ways that are increasingly multimodal - in which written-linguistic
modes of meaning are part and parcel of visual, audio, and spatial patterns of meaning”
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, p. 5). The skills that Vicki and Kelly drew upon, and
developed further, as newly literate adults, can be considered real strengths in our
technologically imbued society. Those of us who are, in some ways, bound by text may
have more difficulty adapting and participating.
Giving presentations at conferences and being well received affected Vicki and
Kelly’s identity as creators and disseminators of knowledge, but so too did the
interactions we had in our team meetings. As Vicki and Kelly talk about how our
identities played out in, and were shaped by the Team Meetings, I can see a connection
to their growing confidence in themselves as knowers, as authorities, and as experts. I
used these quotes in the voice section as well, but I want to bring them in here because
they relate to knowledge positions too:
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I think ... I think we’re all leaders. I think, now we can talk shit and say
Sherry’s the leader this week, let her do what she gotta do, or Vicki you’re
the leader, you know, you take over, and you can give us feedback, what
you think, if you don’t like it, stuff like that. I think we’re all bosses.
I ask her if she feels like she could tell me if she didn’t like the way I was doing
something, and she interjects before I’m finished,
Oh, definitely, oh no no no no ... no, I ain’t questioning [that], I would tell
you. I would say, I don’t like how we’re gonna present this, or, or Vicki,
if she comes up with the idears, the stars and them, that was fine, you
know that worked out great and stuff, and she, Vicki has more of a, she’s
more creative, Vicki is, I think, in a lot of ways. You know what I mean?
We each had skills, experiences and expertise to contribute. They wanted some
of the skills that I have, that have given me a certain amount of currency in mainstream
society - the ability to read and write, for example. On the other hand, I wanted some of
what they have, including: their ability to see the issues we were exploring from the
inside; their knowledge of their communities; their ability to elicit stories from the
women we interviewed, their acting ability (which is far superior to mine); their ways of
thinking holistically, with story and theme and category and critique integrated; and,
their ability to find ways to express this (our trees, the garden, the constellation, Kate
Hicks); their ability to speak from the heart, and to express their emotions easily
(sometimes I felt too caught up in my head); their ability to be assertive, and to say
exactly what they mean, in settings where I feel tongue-tied.
As Giroux comments,
A radical theory of literacy and voice must remain attentive to Freire’s
claim that all critical educators are also learners. This is not merely a
matter of learning about what students might know, it is more importantly
a matter of learning how to renew a form of self-knowledge through an
understanding of the community and culture that actively constitute the
lives of one’s students. (Mayo, 1999, p. 66)
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Mayo continues,
In a dialectical process, it is not only the learners who begin to appreciate
what they ‘know’ in a more critical light, but also the adult educator, who
constantly modifies his or her theoretical understanding through contact
with the adult learners. ... Whatever knowledge the adult educator
possesses at the outset of the learning process is relearned, and possible
unlearned, through dialogical contact with the learners. (Mayo, 1999, pp.
138-139)
I do not mean to sound ignorant of the differential power relations existing in
society, and each of our positions in relationship to that. However, it is true that our
team meetings were a place where we helped each other to develop, each in our
different ways. I do believe Vicki and Kelly when they tell me that in the meetings we
were all leaders and bosses. I believe them, because I know that they led me. In
working with them, I was challenged as a learner, a listener, a speaker, a teacher, a
colleague, and a friend. They taught me, in the most radical way possible, from their
hearts as well as from their heads. I am not the same person now that I was when we
began working together. And for that, I have them to thank.
In the following quote, Vicki talks about how she saw our roles in the Team
Meetings, and then directly addresses the ways in which she felt I taught them, and the
ways in which she and Kelly taught me:
Our role is to work together as a team. No one, there’s no one boss,
everyone’s the boss of everything, and all the decisions, everything. It
isn’t just that one person has to be the decision maker, we’re all in this
together. [Then Vicki begins talking about the larger Changes Project
“team”, the times when we worked together at our Analysis Fests] We’re
all usually together, as in pairs, or sometimes, not in pairs, single, or you
know, and what you get out of it is what they give you, you get a lot out of
it, and what you give, they get a lot out of it.
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She returns to talking about our team at Read/Write/Now:
Our team, we’re a team, no, there’s no one boss. I just know that you’re
more advanced than we are, you know. [I ask. In terms of what?] Because
you know what we gotta do. You’re explaining to us so we can get to that
point of being that way. The ability - what we need to do to, like what is
research, what is analysis, you’re teaching us these things, and to
understand which is which. Who is democrats, who is not democrats ...
Your parents provide for you, so you didn’t need any kind of public
assistance at all. Wherefore, we did, and it helps us to, we get an idea of
how people who don’t need public assistance live and work.
And the people who do need public assistance and why, you get a
understanding of why we need it. And there’s not so much stereotype,
you’re not judging us too much, and it’s good for us for you to understand
where we’re coming from, because we’re all human. And we’re all the
same people. It’s not just us, basically taking your tax money, and we’re
just living off the money you work for, and they take it from your taxes
and give it to us to live off. It’s nothing that we want or ask for it, it’s just
the situation sometimes we find ourselves in, and it’s hard to get out of.
Vicki talks about how she saw our roles in both the larger Changes Project team,
as well as in our local site-based team, “there’s no one boss, everyone’s the boss of
everything.” She describes the reciprocal teaching and learning relationship, “what you
get out of it is what they give you ... and what you give, they get a lot out of it.” Then
she talks specifically about some of the ways she and Kelly and I taught and learned
from each other. I “explain” certain things, she says, and my purpose in doing that she
says is so that, “we can get to that point of being that way.” I’m helping them to learn
how to do certain things, as Vicki sees it, to get, “The ability ... like what is research,
what is analysis, you’re teaching us these things, and to understand which is which who is democrats, who is not democrats...”. “Your parents provide for you,” as Vicki
says to me, so I don’t know how it is receive and live on public assistance.
She is well aware that the reason I know more about particular things, like how
to do a certain type of research, is because I had greater access to formal education. A
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large part of my ability to access formal education, as she knows, is because I come
from a middle-class background and was well provided for in many ways, including
financially. At the same time, she and Kelly can offer me an insight into how it is to
live off public assistance. “You get a good understanding of why we need it,” she says
to me. This expertise was particularly valuable to our research into Welfare Reform
and its effects on adult learners. I had very little knowledge about, and no experience
of, living on welfare. Nor had I ever been an adult learner in a literacy program. Vicki
and Kelly had the inside view. They had the deep expertise that comes not just from
knowledge, but from lived experience. They were my teachers. And in terms of
guiding our research into these issues, they knew the terrain. They led me.
I think it is worth mentioning here that the fact that we each received pay for our
work with the Changes Project affected how our identities within it. Vicki and Kelly
talk, at various times, about how this made them feel like professionals (they were, in
fact, professionals - they became professional researchers) and this affected how they
perceived their roles with the project, and in society. I’ll just bring in one quote on this,
and this is from Kelly, and is one of her responses to why she joined the Changes
Project to begin with:
The Changes Project. Well, I wasn’t really sure because I knew money
was involved with it - and it sounded good, and I think it was something
different, you know? It was like, well, hey. I’m going to school and stuff,
been here seven years, you know, so it’s like a job. You know to me it’s
like a job. Cause I had to go out and interview the people.
She had been in school (Read/Write/Now) for seven years. She felt it would be nice to
be involved in something different, something where she was not just a student, but a
professional. It was a change of identity. She worked, and she was paid for it - and
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rightly so, and she could say to herself and to her family that she had a job. The shift
from “student” to “professional” has quite a dramatic impact on identity.
In these next comments, Vicki talks about how she felt her participation in the
project affected her goals:
Yeah, it has made me really realize ... that my goals is important to me,
and there’s nothing wrong with going after those goals. The project just
made me feel that I can go ahead and go through with my goals. It made
me feel more positive about my goals, and to support my goals, not to let
those goals go you know, with thoughts that I have, not to lose that
thought.
Sherry: What would help you, do you think, to keep going?
Vicki: Mm, making all my choices for myself. And being able to say no,
it’s my turn, and I want to pursue my goals.
In the last comment, I think Vicki is referring, when she says, “being able to say no, it’s
my turn,” to the many times she has put her own goals on hold to help her family with
theirs (her adult sons’, her sons’ children, her partner’s). Her increasing confidence in
herself is evident in this remark.
I want to conclude this section with the following comments from Vicki, rather
than a summary of the ways in which their positions as knowledge-makers changed. I
believe that process is clear in the above comments. This quote addresses, very
articulately, the ways in which her participation in the project affected her identity. It is
from an interview we did after the project had concluded:
I wish the program was still existing. That would be good, then I wouldn’t
have any problems with my goals, or trying to... Cause when I was
involved in the Changes Project, Program, I would just tell my [family]...
“Look, I gotta go. I have some things that I have to do at school.” And
they’d look at my like what’s wrong with her? “What’s wrong with you,
ma, you’re changing. You know, you just like brush us off now.” My
son, he, (laughing) [would say] “Where you going, you look so spiffy,
where you going?” I say, “Never mind, you know, it’s just I don’t want to
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tell you no more.” “You sitting there smiling to yourself, you’re so
happy ” I say, “Yes,” and when you would pull up with that little red car,
I’d be so happy. Laughing. I’d say, “Bye, I’m going to go achieve my
goals!”
And they’d look at me like I was crazy. And I used come home, and my
son would say, “Mom, I’m so happy you’re happy.” I’d say, “Yes! I am
doing something!” I said, “I know all that other stuff was nothing that...”
and I know, I know a lot of things now. There’s some things that I should
have been told, or taught, or, by my mom, but I didn’t, so, I didn’t get it,
but no matter where you get it from. I’m getting it, and that’s the
important thing. It’s never too late.

Empathic Knowing

“Some of Them Cried. Made Me Cry. Yo”
During our conversations, Vicki and Kelly talk about how their work with the
Changes Project affected how they feel towards other people.

Vicki says, for example,

“I’ve learned not to be judgmental. I’ve learned how to respect other people’s feelings
or thoughts on the issue of Welfare Reform.” Kelly said, when talking about one of her
main motivations for joining, and remaining a part of, the Changes Project,
I think to really know ... like when you interview, like when I was
interviewing some of the students, that kind of brought us closer. I knew
the students, but I really didn’t know them that well. That’s when I really
got into their business. And I respect that. Because they opened up.
Some of them cried, made me cry, yo [underline added].
They attribute several processes to these changes including interviewing, or “listening
to other people’s stories,” as well as the dialogue and interactions occurring in our team
meetings, and the relevance and power of the specific topic we were investigating: the
effect of Welfare Reform on the lives of adults in a literacy program. Each of these
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processes will be addressed below. I will talk about my reasons for choosing the term
“Empathic Knower” a little bit later in the discussion.
In their descriptions about these changes, and how they came about, an
interesting loop begins to emerge. There is a link between knowing and valuing others
and knowing and valuing self, and listening seems to be the key mediator. It goes
something like this: As I listen to you, really listen in order to know you better, I learn
to value you. You, in being listened to in this way, feel valued, and this may, in the
short term (or in the longer term, if the experience is consistently repeated), translate to
a positive feeling of self-worth. In learning to value others through listening, I learn to
listen better. I listen better to myself as well. I begin to know myself better. The better
I know myself, the more I value who I am. The more I know and value who I am, the
better I can know and value others.
I want also to mention how this cycle affects one’s ability to express oneself linking back to the Voice section - as each of these categories and processes are not
distinct, but rather overlapping. The ability to express oneself clearly and without fear
is tied to both self-confidence as well as self-knowledge. Being listened to, feeling
heard and appreciated, contributes to greater self-confidence. However, listening, and
valuing others, contributes to greater self-knowledge. Of course, neither of these
processes are entirely separate, and both affect one’s ability to express oneself with
assurance. Kelly describes how she perceives these changes in herself:
I have more compassion to people and their feelings now, before I could
care less. I have more feelings now than I used to have, and I can express
them. I feel I can speak out better to Doctors, to teachers, and my kids.
They can understand me better. I listen to them better and I’m clearer
with them. I set clearer limits. They listen to me better. My family has
noticed I’ve changed.
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And again, later:
I listen better to people. I can express myself a lot better. Because I listen
I can express myself better. I thought I was the only one with bad things
going on in my life, but I go out and see worse and worse and I feel lucky.
I feel I’m well off.
In this last comment, she addresses the loop directly, talking about the link between
having more compassion towards others, having more feelings, listening better, and
expressing herself better.
Blythe Clinchy talks about the process through which knowing other is tied to
knowing self this way.
It is reasonable to argue that without intimate knowledge of one’s self one
cannot enter into intimacy with another, that one “who is essentially a
stranger to himself is unlikely to forge an affective connection to someone
else” (Kohn, 1990, p. 152). (Goldberger, et al., 1996, pp. 230-31)
The psychologist Alfred Margulies also comments on the link between empathy
towards others and knowledge of self.
Because empathy is by definition the “imaginative projection of one’s own
consciousness into another being,” we will unavoidably find ourselves
reflected within our gaze toward the other. I look for you and see myself
(Margulies, 1989, p. 58). (Goldberger, et. al., 1996, p. 220)
It is not however a process in which knowing the other involves simply finding
self in other, or knowing other only because you see parts of yourself reflected there.
This would not be a way of connecting to and knowing another, but a way of projecting
self onto other, and therefore the opposite of knowing other. Kohn writes that “without
imagining the reality of the other, empathic feeling is ultimately self-oriented and thus
unworthy of the name” (Kohn, 1990, p. 131). Clinchy states that, in fact, “Imagining
the reality of the other requires responding to its cognitive content as well as its
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affect”(Goldberger, et al., 1996, pp. 224-225). And the biographer Elizabeth YoungBreuhl says it like this,
Empathizing involves ... putting another person in yourself, becoming
another person’s habitat, without dissolving the person, without digesting
the person. .. . For Young-Breuhl “the other is incorporated as other”
(Breslin, 1994, p. 19). (Goldberger, et. al., 1996, p. 232)
Vicki expresses these elements when she says:
I like being able to understand people in their situation [underline added],
to get a better idea of how they’re feeling, and how we can be benefitting
to them. How it’s gonna benefit them a little to let us know what’s going
on in their lives, and how they feel about giving us the information, and
I’m glad because if it wasn’t for that, we would still be at one, at day one,
where we first started.
Kelly also talks about the ways in which she feels she has learned more about
others and how this has led to greater empathy. In the following conversation she is
talking specifically about the interview process. It is apparent that greater knowledge of
those she interviewed was not simply about seeing herself reflected there. Yet, empathy
clearly evolved through the process, and as reflected in later comments, empathy is not
a one-way street. Greater empathy towards others leads to greater empathy towards
self. Empathy is motivation for, and by-product of, (connected) knowing. As empathy
develops, one has a greater desire to know others, and a greater desire to know self.
Through empathic knowing, empathy is generated. It is a cyclical process. Here are
Kelly’s comments:
Sherry: And do you look at people differently after you’ve interviewed
them?
Kelly: Yeah, I do. (Like what?) Like, okay, there was a ... one person ...
I guess I never really cared too much about her, I don’t know what
it was, but after I interviewed her and stuff, I kind of felt sorry for
her and I kinda liked her.
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Sherry: So it changes how you feel about a person.
Kelly: So you know what’s going on in their life and how everything is
changing and so forth.
Sherry: You understand better what makes people act a certain way.
Kelly: Right, and what’s bothering them. And why they get attitudes and
stuff. Cause you just think somebody’s gonna get an attitude at
you for nothin’, you know. And then there’s a reason behind it.
So, um, well, it gives you different - how would you put it perspective. You know you respect them more and so forth.
[underline added] And thank God you’re not in their situation, that
too. You know.
It is not purely an affective process. There is judgment involved. You connect
to the other, you let them in, and through this form a greater emotional attachment to
them. As you reflect on the process, however, your cognitive mind is directly involved,
evaluating, judging, categorizing, creating patterns, reordering previous mental models.
In this case, for example, Kelly articulates how, through learning more about others in
the interview process, she is now more likely to give someone the benefit of the doubt,
“Maybe there’s a reason why they’re acting that way”. Now she might be more likely
to stop and consider why a person is acting the way they are, rather than dismissing
them offhand, or reacting to the surface event only. Her mental model has shifted.
In her discussion of connected knowing in Knowledge. Difference and Power.
Clinchy traces the roots of empathy and states that it is a misconception to believe that
empathy is simply about emotion, and not cognition.
To adopt the perspective of the other requires thinking (reasoning,
inference) as well as empathy. Indeed, although the term empathy has
come to connote merely an affective “feeling with,” the German word
from which it was translated, Einfuhlung, meant, literally, “feeling into,”
and referred, according to the psychologist M.F. Basch, to “the ability of
one person to come to know first-hand, so to speak, the experience of
another”; “inference, judgment, and other aspects of reasoning thought”
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were as central to its meaning as affect (Basch, 1983, p. 110).
(Goldberger, et al ., 1996, p. 224)
I think both Vicki and Kelly’s comments reflect this conception, that empathy involves
both emotional as well as cognitive processes, as well as that it is a “feeling into,” rather
than simply a “feeling with.”
The Merriam-Webster on-line dictionary calls “empathy”: “the imaginative
projection of a subjective state into an object so that the object appears to be infused
with it,” as well as, “vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experience of
another of either the past or the present without having the feelings, thoughts, and
experience fully communicated in an objectively explicit manner.” Their etymology
gives the Greek empatheia as the root, which means, literally, “passion” (MerriamWebster on-line, 2000). I believe that the connotations of passion, of infusing another
(touching on the dynamic of how the ways we know each other shapes who we are), of
vicariously experiencing, are representative of the ways in which Vicki and Kelly
embody this type of knowing. Empathic Knowing seems to me to best capture the
particular qualities involved in this type of knowledge.
Vicki talks, in the following quote, about how her identity was shaped and
changed through the Changes Project. She talks about how listening to others led to a
transformation in herself. Her comments reflect the ways in which our identities are
informed in part through storytelling, in which the listener is, of course, a large part of
the tale (Riessman, 1993). Stories help us to get at situated knowledge. In the case of
the Changes Project, .Vicki was both listener (as researcher) and storyteller (as
researcher/presenter, as team member, as interviewee). In the following quote she says,
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for example, that through the various interactions of the project, she felt she became
more open
I just think that it’s just made me be, become a ... a little better person, a
little bit more understanding about things in life. And how to take it on at
a better understanding, like, when it comes to me, how I was going to
accept it, and not accept it. I’m a little bit more, a little bit more open, and
I like the change that I... the different person that I became. Because at
first I didn’t think that I was a too kind person (chuckle). I doubted people
too much. And I discriminated a little. I’m not into that too much
anymore.
This comment speaks to the interconnected processes through which our
identities are formed and reformed. Blythe Clinchy observes that.
Theories of empathy that stress preservation of an intact self... connote a
conception of the self as ‘finished’ as well as separate - a sort of packaged
self that one carts about from one relationship to the next. My (partially)
postmodern mind is more comfortable with a notion of selves-in-process,
being constructed and reconstructed in the context of relationships.
(Goldberger, et. al., 1996, p. 235)
Without degenerating into a too lengthy discussion of identity, voice, self and the
postmodern, I do want to mention that the ideas of self-in-process, and co-constructions
of self are not necessarily at odds with the idea of an “authentic self,” or a self that is
unique to each person. Postmodern theories of the socially constructed self have
allowed us to widen our understanding of the ways in which we come to be, within
society, within history.
As Cope and Kalantzis state in Multi literacies:
As people are simultaneously members of multiple lifeworlds, so their
identities have multiple layers that are in complex relation to each other.
No person is a member of a singular community. Rather, they are
members of multiples and overlapping communities - communities of
work, or interest and affiliation, of ethnicity, of sexual identity, and so on
(Kalantzis, 1997). (Cope and Kalantzis, 2000, p. 17)
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But the conception of multiple selves and identities does not connote an agencylessness.
“[H]uman beings,” says Giroux, ‘‘not only make history, they also make the constraints;
and needless to say, they also unmake them ... power is both an enabling as well as a
constraining force (p. 38)” (Elbow, 1994, p. 204). In other words, we are both
collectively constructed and individually unique. The two notions are not mutually
exclusive. It is in the intersection of the two viewpoints that agency lies. I act both as
who I am, and as who I am socially positioned as being. Or, the socially constructed
notion of self can go both ways: we are socially constructed and we construct, socially.
The particular characteristics of the environment - including historically,
politically, and socially - in which an interaction occurs will, of course, affect the nature
of that interaction, and the resulting influences on our identities. I don’t think I need to
belabor this point. What is important in terms of this discussion, however, is that the
nature of an interaction affects how we are acted upon, and how we act upon. In the
public venues in which Vicki and Kelly spoke, and felt listened to by people whose
positive regard they valued, their confidence increased, and this translated to an
emerging identity of self as knower, as holder of valued knowledge. In the interview
process (as well as through the interactions in our team meetings which will be
addressed later), the interactive process of listening led to a feeling of greater
connection to others. In qualitative interviews we employ a particular type of listening,
sometimes called active listening, which is really a focused wanting to know. I am here
to listen because I want to know you.
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It is this type of interaction, specifically, that Vicki and Kelly link to the
emergence of empathic knowing (of self as well as of other). Clinchy describes this
type of listening.
It is easy to misperceive active listening as passive and polite, hard to see
it as a genuine procedure, a ‘skill requiring arduously to be learned.’
Anyone who has tried to teach (or to learn) the art of connected
interviewing, however, knows how difficult it is to learn to listen
“objectively,” in the connected sense, that is, to hear the other in the
other’s own terms to become “an observer from within” (Schawber,
1983b, p. 274). (Goldberger, et al., 1996, p. 216)
Kelly acknowledges this during a conversation in which she was talking about the
differences between her experiences in the classroom (at her adult literacy program),
and her experiences with the Changes Project:
With Read/Write/Now it’s like my learnin’ is better. And with the
Changes Project, I’m more open, oh my God, I speak, oh my God, I tell
you what’s on my mind - put it that way - you know, and I listen. You
have to actually really listen to hear somebody - deeper, inner - because
you can sit there, have a conversation with someone and you don’t listen.
Oh, they’re fine, you know, nuthin’ wrong with them, but if you really
listen to them, sometimes you can hear that little cry inside, trying to get
out. Yeah.
I think Kelly’s description of this particular type of listening is powerful. It’s a
listening to know the other, “You have to actually really listen to hear somebody deeper, inner ... but if you really listen to them, sometimes you can hear that little cry
inside, trying to get out.” It is not easy in the sense that it requires giving your full
attention to the other. The type of listening that occurs in an interaction, along with
other contextual factors of course, will affect the type of knowledge generated.
Empathic, or connected, knowledge results from empathic, or connected, listening.
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Kelly addresses this link in the following conversation:
I listen better, you know. I’m a better listener than I was. (how come?)
Well, probably from my interviews. You know, listening, really listen, not
say, well, if somebody’s saying that, “well, gee, you know. I’m gonna be
cut off, I’m gonna have to quit school”, you know, and I’ll look at them
like, so what, you know, that’s your problem, you know, that’s what I
would think, but then I would be sitting there, and I feel bad, I say, gee,
you know, I feel bad, maybe we can help you with something, maybe we
could do something to help^ow. You know.
Sherry. So you feel more connection to people, more...
Kelly: More feelings, I definitely have more feelings. Cause I was
actually to be honest with you heartless and coldless to people [underline
added].
Sherry: So, how would this listening better help you to feel more feelings
for people?
Kelly: Because, ah, cause I know what they’re going through, you know.
I know what the really deep problems are and if you could just reach out
and help them in any way, give them a job, or you know, but course you
know that ain’t gonna happen.
Connected knowing is not a way of losing yourself and of becoming the other, it
is not self-annihilation. It is a type of knowing that allows you to suspend disbelief, in
essence to suspend the critical editor that is an integral part of self, and so to suspend
self in some ways, in order to understand the other’s point of view. There is then a
return to self, and the evaluation begins. But the evaluative process then begins from a
different place of understanding, from an empathic understanding - which is a
combination of both knowledge and feeling (empathic feeling is specific, of course, it
connotes positive regard). It is through this type of knowing, I believe, that we begin to
challenge stereotype and bias. Kelly talks, for example, about how her stereotypes
about immigrants began to change (this occurred not just through the interviews and our
own team dialogue, but through her interactions with the other Changes Project teams
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and their members during our large group gatherings - and during all of which she
interacted with people who were immigrants, as well as explored in greater depth issues
relating to Immigration Reform):
Yeah. Cause I always used to say when I see, like Chinese or whatever,
who are these people in our country? You know why don’t they stay
where they belong? Why come to the US? We ain’t got nuthin’ to offer
them or whatever. But, sometimes they come out here to make a living. I
mean everybody got different issues. Oh yes, definitely, (like what?)
How hard it is to get a green card. What is a green card. I always heard
about green cards. What is a green card, you know? I didn’t know what
the hell was a green card, I just thought it was a green ID they give you
and you can flash it around when you’re in the United States, that’s it. But
I didn’t know you had to go through Boston, the paperworks, the money
you have to pay. Cause I never knew you had to pay to, you know, if
you’re a immigrant and you want to come to the United States, it costs.
The waiting you have to do. And, not only that, with like the chances - if
you don’t get your green - you gotta go back. They’re ain’t nuthin’ about
it. They’re gonna take you back, or put you on a plane, or whatever. You
ain’t gonna be coming back, you know.
Vicki talks about her changing views of immigrants, too, and again, this change
occurred both through learning more about the issues, cognitively, as well as through
knowing and working with immigrants in the Changes Project, through connected
knowing:
Because once I heard what the immigrations have to go through, and what
happens with a lot of different things. It blew me away. I felt real bad.
At first I said, “Well, they come here and they get everything and it’s just
easy,” but it’s not, for them. And I think it might be a little bit more easier
for us, because we’re already here. We belong to the United States.
We’re citizens. They’re trying to become citizens. They already been to
college, and whatever they had to do to achieve their goals in life, right,
and then they have to come back over here and do it all over again. It’s
unfair.
Peter Park makes a distinction between three different types of knowledge
(based on Habermas’s critical theory), which he terms instrumental, interactive, and
critical (Park, 1993), initially, and changes to representational, relational and reflective
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later (1998). Interactive, or relational, knowledge is that most closely linked to
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule’s term “connected knowing” (coined in their
1986 work Women’s Wavs of Knowing), and to “empathy,” the term I’m using. He
talks about some of the characteristics of interactive knowledge:
While instrumental knowledge requires separateness and external ization,
interactive knowledge is predicated on connectedness and inclusion.
Interactive knowledge is accomplished essentially through conversations
in which we talk with personal feelings and listen with interest and
supportiveness. (Park, 1993, p. 6)
Later, in describing relational knowing, he says that it, “has to do with community
building,” that it is, “knowledge which resides in relationships,” that it is, “relationship
as knowledge” (Park, 1998).
In Kelly’s observations above, her feelings about immigrants and immigration
changed not simply through learning more facts, through critically examining policies
and issues related to immigration, but through interpersonal relationships. She worked
with immigrants, interviewed immigrants, and listened to their stories. “Immigrant”
became friend, colleague, mentor, and therefore no longer a disembodied “them.” This
type of interaction led to the challenging, at a very deep level, of bias and stereotype. It
led to a type of knowledge that goes well beyond facts and cognition, but which
requires an emotional reaching out to another. As Jerome Bruner observes.
It is through [a] dialogic, discursive process that we come to know the
Other and [her] points of view. We learn an enormous amount not only
about the world, but about ourselves by discourses with Others. (Bruner,
1996, p. 93)
This type of knowing involves the faith to step beyond previously held conceptions, and
beyond fear, to risk being changed by engaging with the “other” not as other, but as
known.
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Clinchy quotes from Martin Buber, who describes this type of knowing as a
“bold swinging into the life of the other”: “To ‘imagine the real,’ to ‘make the other
present’ (Buber, quoted by Friedman, 1985, p. 4)... involves ‘a bold swinging ... into the
life of the other’ (Buber, quoted by Kohn, 1990, p. 112).” She continues.
This “bold swinging into the life of the other” is a far cry from polite
tolerance or “to-each-his-own indifferentism,” but it is also not to be
confused with approval or agreement. It should be obvious that, as Geertz
puts it, “Understanding what people think doesn’t mean you have to think
the same thing” (Geertz, quoted in Berreby, 1995, p. 4). “Understanding,”
Geertz writes, “in the sense of comprehension, perception, and insight”
needs to be distinguished from “’understanding’ in the sense of agreement
of opinion, union of sentiment, or commonality of commitment... .We
must learn to grasp what we cannot embrace” (Geertz, 1986, p. 122).
(Goldberger, et al., 1996, p. 217)
She also quotes Kohn, who in reference to connected knowing, says, “...something
more than an intellectual apprehension is required .... [T]he connection ... must be felt
viscerally’(Kohn, 1990, p. 150)” (Goldberger, et. al., 1996, p. 227).
It is not a risk-free process. It requires focus, it requires opening oneself up to
allow another in, it requires risking feeling powerful, and sometimes new, emotions, it
requires risking being changed. Peter Elbow refers to this when he talks about the risks
involved in learning:
Good learning is not a matter of finding a happy medium where both
parties are transformed as little as possible. Rather, both parties must be
maximally transformed-in a sense deformed. There is violence in
learning. We cannot learn something without eating it, yet we cannot
really learn it either without being chewed up. (Elbow, 1986, p. 147)
This applies to learning about other, the deep type of learning about other that occurs
when we really listen, to the “deeper, inner”, the type of learning that can occur in some
educational settings, and in some types of research.
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Bruner, in a comment he made about how emotion and feeling are not
incongruent with cognitive psychology (even though that is the common perception)
links this to meaning-making and identity construction in “schools”:
Surely emotions and feelings are represented in the processes of meaning
making and in our construction of reality. And as we shall see,
particularly in dealing with the role of schools in “self’ construction, it is
very much a part of education. (Bruner, 1996, p. 13)
I would argue that emotion and feeling are involved in almost every human
interaction. The qualitative aspects of that interaction, as well as its social and
historical context, will effect what is created, in both the affective as well as knowledge
domain, and therefore who we are and the meanings we make.
Vicki, in the following comment, talks about how she attributes the changes she
perceives in herself, greater openness and less judgementalness (mentioned earlier in
this section), to the interview process specifically. I want to mention here that Vicki
and Kelly’s comments parallel each other’s in some ways, but there are also
distinctions. Vicki’s and Kelly’s personal histories are different, and these differences
affected, of course, the ways in which they perceived the various aspects of the Changes
Project and the effects they had on each of them. Some specific, and I think relevant,
aspects of Vicki’s history are discussed below, but this first statement addresses one of
the processes she believes is responsible for her increasing feelings of openness:
Doing the interviews. And listening to their stories. That changed [me] a
whole lot. Because I realize that I, that not everyone’s the same, and I
realized what an effect that Welfare Reform was really having, because
the person was the same as me, and there was no difference. In the same
predicament. And they had the same dreams and goals as I did. A little
similar, a little different in there, but we all wanted the same thing.
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Here she attributes being less judgmental towards others to doing the interviews,
which is about “listening to [people’s] stories.” Hearing the stories of others helped her
to feel more connected to others. She realized that, “they had the same dreams and
goals as I did.” Feeling a greater sense of connection made Vicki feel a greater sense of
empathy. The “other” becomes known, and once they are known, it is much more
difficult to treat them as two-dimensional, as a stereotype, or as a representation rather
than as a person. In getting to know others better, Vicki learns to trust more. She found
out that not everyone was, “out to get me.” She learned this both through listening, as
well as through observing, as she explains below.
I’ve done a lot of observing. And you have to do a lot of observing, and
you have to do a lot of observing, and ... your body language says a lot.
And you know, reading body language, sometimes you can be off by
reading it, it’s the same thing as reading, just a little different. I’ve had to
learn how to get along. I’ve had to realize that not everyone is out to get
me. And not to be so judgmental. ... I have to realize that just because I
had a bad experience with one person, doesn’t mean that it’s going to
happen to everyone who comes my way.
Vicki had a lot of reason to mistrust others. As she describes of herself at one
point, “I was ... It’s kind of hard for me to trust anyone, myself mainly, [but] I really
started trusting myself and my ability .” She has had a number of traumatic experiences
in her life, and self-preservation dictated learning mistrust. In addition, she has felt
harshly judged for not being able to read and write well, and for being poor, and black,
and an unmarried mother. She also had years of experience negotiating with welfare
workers, and the endless paperwork of the bureaucracy, and often felt forced into a
defensive posture (one small example Vicki gives is of a time when a “worker” came to
the house for a home visit and Vicki had a TV she had borrowed from her next door
neighbor sitting in her living room. The worker asked how she could afford to buy a
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TV. Vicki said that she had borrowed it from a friend. The worker didn’t believe her
and that her monthly check amount would be in jeopardy if she found any more luxury
items in the house ). So, learning to trust others more has been a long and arduous
process for Vicki, and partly because of that, something she values highly. In learning
to trust others more, Vicki also finds greater trust for herself:
It helped me to...it has helped me to trust myself more. It opened up a lot
of doors, it opened up a lot of things I didn’t know about myself [I ask,
“Like what?”] (Vicki laughs) Oh, being judgmental, and how not to be
judgmental, and how not to be so mean to people...It just opened up a lot
of doors for me. What I didn’t think I could do, I did. I allowed myself to
trust myself more.
This was influenced not just through doing the interviews, and through our
interactions with responsive audiences at public speaking events, but also through the
Team Meetings - the growing trust we had for each other, and the support the team
provided each of us. As she says, “There’s a whole lot of support, there’s a whole lot of
support. Because we understand each other, because we’re all in the same level.” In
the quote below, she talks about how she and Kelly supported each other. She is
describing an interaction between herself and Kelly during a public speaking event in
which Vicki felt that she was being harshly judged by someone (referred to simply as
“the woman” in the quote below). She checks with Kelly to see what she thinks. Does
she think Vicki is being too sensitive, too paranoid? Or, does she agree with her? She
relies on Kelly for a “reality check” since she knows she is prone to feeling that others
are “out to get her,” and Kelly responds quite openly and directly. This is Vicki talking:
[We talk about] how we’re taking things and all, how we feel about things,
you know, like how sometimes Kelly will say how it made her feel, and at
first it was me, she said it was just me, and I had a problem, and to get a
life. Afier a while, she said, “I’m sorry, buddy, I know what you mean.” I
told her that I realize that maybe [the woman] and other women had a bad
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day. [The woman] probably doesn’t need to be that way, and it’s probably
just all in our minds, so we have to give her a chance, because [the
woman] might be able to teach me one day. And I told Kelly that I was
sorry that I judged her [the woman].
As she says later, “It was all part of learning who you are.” In Vicki’s
comments, the link between her growing trust in others and her increasing trust in, and
knowledge of herself becomes clear. In this particular example, she relies on her
teammate to help her sort out her feelings. Is she misjudging others? Is she operating
from a habitual model of distrust that she no longer needs? Kelly’s feedback helps to
strengthen Vicki’s ability to operate (in some environments) with increasing trust, with
less suspicion. Again, it is a cyclical process. The ability to trust others more leads to a
greater ability to trust self (as Vicki mentions above). It is not automatic, nor easy, but
there is a reciprocity.
Clinchy talks about how she has found, in her many interviews with women,
that it can be more difficult to be empathic towards self than towards others. There
seems to be a common experience among many women of being a harsh taskmistress
towards oneself and more accepting of others. It is harder to be a “midwife” to your
own thoughts and feelings rather than a critic, a taskmaster, filled with crippling
“shoulds.” There is a fear of being “trivial,” that “your experience is an
embarrassment,” that it doesn’t count (Goldberger, et al., 1996, p. 229-230).
One of the interesting things in Vicki and Kelly’s comments, however, is how
greater empathy towards others leads to greater empathy towards self. The process
perpetuates itself. There is no chicken or egg debate here, but simply the insight that
without one there isn’t the other. Clinchy says, in an earlier quote in this section, that
“without intimate knowledge of one’s self one cannot enter into intimacy with another”
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(Goldberger, et al., 1996, p. 230). From listening to Vicki and Kelly, however, I would
add that there is no intimacy with self unless there is intimacy with other. Vicki says,
“It was all part of learning who you are you know and letting yourself know that you
can do anything, once you put your mind to it. It’s a good, good thing.” One of the
other aspects that Vicki and Kelly mention both in terms of their ability to feel more
connected to those whom we interviewed, as well as in the feelings of compassion the
interviews evoked, was the specific topic we were exploring (the effects of Welfare
Reform on adults enrolled in adult education programs). First of all, both Vicki and
Kelly had firsthand knowledge of, and experience with, several of the issues: they both
were previous welfare recipients, Kelly had been affected by Welfare Reform
legislation, and both are adults enrolled in an adult education program. Secondly, the
difficulty experienced by those we interviewed, often as a direct result of Welfare
Reform policies (in conjunction with the other factors affecting their lives and their
resultant abilities - or inabilities - to adequately support themselves and their families
once cut off), evoked a great sense of compassion and sympathy. Their descriptions of
their lives and their situations were often very emotionally laden, and frequently quite
sad. Vicki and Kelly were able to commiserate not only because what we heard was
often quite heart-wrenching, but also because they had firsthand knowledge of what
some of the women were facing. This is a deep type of knowing, a knowing of
something from the inside out. Their feelings of sympathy were evoked not just
because of this, however, but because in feeling connection to other human beings, we
feel some of what they are feeling. As Vicki and Kelly became more empathic, more
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connected as knowers, the stories they heard from others affected them more and more
powerfully. They affected us all.
I want to present Vicki and Kelly’s comments here without a great deal of
interpretive discussion of my own. Katherine Reissman says that, “Narratives are
interpretive and, in turn, require interpretation: They do not ‘speak for themselves,’ or
“provide direct access to other times, places, or cultures” (Reissman, 1993, p. 264). I
am aware that in interviewing there is interpretation, that in transcription there is
interpretation, that in selection of segments of the narrative there is interpretation. I am
choosing to keep my own comments to a minimum not because I’m wanting this to be
less interpreted, but simply because I believe their words speak for themselves quite
well in this instance. I’ve provided a framework for this section in the introductory
paragraph above, but because I’m diverging somewhat from the pattern I’ve followed
up to this point, I wanted to alert the reader.
Here Kelly talks about her experiences with Welfare Reform, and this was in
response to a question I asked her about why she decided to join the Changes Project to
begin with:
Well, I think it was the subject of the Welfare Reform because I mean they
always said there’s going to be a change in the welfare system and we
weren’t sure how they were gonna go about it, what they were up to, you
know. I mean, I did my share of volunteer work and everything. So, I
mean, I had to go out and do volunteer work. And I did that for a year and
three months! You know, and you think they would hire you? Hell, no.
They said they would get somebody else for nothin’, why hire you.
Sherry: You had a lot of experiences with the system, and what the
changes were that could relate to the project.
Kelly: And my school, yeah, my worker she was kinda telling me well
you can’t go to school no more, you gotta do that volunteer job or you
ain’t getting no check. And I told her my situation that I can’t read or
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nothing and she goes, “oh well, you’re on your own,” and she didn’t, they
didn’t care.
Later she comments on what it was like to hear the stories of the women we
interviewed:
The answers, I mean the feedback, like when I have a question, like well,
what is the big difference of your life now, or what’s changed so much,
and when they tell you, I mean, it could be anything, but when they tell
you I’m on a deadline ... I’ll have to drop out of school... and why’s that.
... because of welfare, I gotta look for a job so I can support my family,
you know, I don’t have nobody to help me. I’m doing it all on my own,
stuff like that, and sometimes it does get very emotional. [I] Learned
[more] about how Welfare Reform is hard on people. Welfare Reform is
really hurting, the emotional side has been quite tough - knowing people
have to leave the program, how children are being effected - when people
cry, it’s hard.
Vicki also talks about the interviews, which she felt was one of the key aspects of the
Changes Project, and what she heard:
And like I said, we get to meet different people and get to really realize
how an effect it has on them, on people, you know, their day to day life,
and living. Well, women, women and children. And it effected me, too,
because I was once there, and I’m still there a little bit. All the changes in
Welfare Reform and other programs, and it’s hitting home, so I can
identify with the rest of the recipients there.
She continues,
The Changes Project has opened up our eyes, and opened up my mind to a
lot things. I became more wiser. I understand their needs, and some of
the women we tried to help, we did help. And some we couldn’t help.
Peter Park’s comments are relevant here. They speak to both affective changes,
as well as knowledge-based changes resulting from what we heard in the. The learning
and feeling at a “gut level” translated into self-knowledge, as discussed earlier, but also
into a deepening of our knowledge about the specific issues we were investigating. The
desire to take action to make change emerged concurrently. Park comments, “Problems
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facing the poor and the powerless must be understood in the hearts and the guts as well
as in the heads, and the people with the problems must talk to each other as whole
persons with feelings and commitment as well as facts. As a tool of research, dialogue
produces not just factual knowledge but also interpersonal and critical knowledge,
which defines humans as autonomous social beings. This is an essential reason for the
people’s participation in research. It is not just so they can reveal private facts that are
hidden from others but really so they may know themselves better as individuals and as
a community” (Park, 1993, p. 13). I would like to add that this is not only meaningful
and important for the “poor and the powerless,” but for all of us.
In this description, Vicki talks about what she learned about some of the
challenges being faced as a result of Welfare Reform, and then also what that meant in
terms of action:
So, the education is needed, and they want to know how it’s affecting us.
It’s affecting us badly. Especially those with children. The majority of us
are adult women with, you know, no schooling. Some of us has our
schooling, but some of us don’t. Some of us has to drop out of the
program, and then come back, because of like I said the twenty hours of
Community Service. What I mean by Community Service is they have to
go out there, either clean the streets, or at a open food pantry place, or at...
several other places, restaurants - anywhere where we were needed where we were doing community service, well, the work for our checks.
For free. At these places. And we weren’t being treated right. Some of
them weren’t being treated right at all, as human beings, and um, we really
wanted to be in school and stay in school, so we’re trying to find a way to
stay in school, and get what we need .
One thing it’s interesting to note is how Vicki’s use of pronouns shifts from the first
person to the third person throughout her comments (I find this happening to me too
when I talk about specific aspects of the project). I think this indicates how deeply she
identified with the stories and experiences she heard, even if she was not directly
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affected by all of the same issues. She uses “us,” for example, in the sentence about
“adult women with no schooling,” and this makes sense since Vicki is herself an adult
learner in a literacy program. She shifts to “they” when she begins talking about
Community Service, which also makes sense because she was never mandated to do
Community Service (because she is currently exempt from Welfare Reform legislation
since she receives disability benefits). But then she switches back to “we,” still talking
about Community Service. I think this makes sense, too. I think she feels so connected,
and she identifies at such a “gut” level, that it is as if she too had experienced it. I think
that in the moment she is talking, she believes that she did.
Here Vicki talks more about the difficulties being faced by those we
interviewed, and her feelings of connection to the issues they describe. She continues to
switch back and forth between the first and third person:
It [Welfare Reform] caused some of them some hardship, like I said, and
the most important thing is leaving the program, leaving Read/Write/Now,
and some of them had to go to programs where there were no teachers
there to help. You know to look for a job, to look in the paper. And
looking for a job can be hard if you don’t know how to read. I know. And
then transportation, you have to have your own transportation to get there,
and then we had a problem with daycare, and daycare became a big issue,
which it still is a big issue, and I think there’s still, some women are
facing, they have a time limit, that are still in the program. That might
lose their housing, their children, cause what are they gonna ... how are
they going to feed and support them, if no money’s coming in. And they
seem to think that, you know, they stereoptype us, some of us need that
money, that money just pays your bills, you know, just your bills, it
doesn’t cover the rent, because now they want five and four and six and
seven hundred dollars in rent, it doesn’t cover the rent. But it helps pay keep your lights on, your phone going, whatever else you need, and
there’s luxuries we gotta do without.
I just feel sorry for the ones that are on now and who can’t write or read or
understand anything that’s going on with the changes in welfare. And
there’s a lot of women who CNA read who don’t understand what’s going
on. There are some women that are being manipulated and having their

150

case closed, being cut off of welfare, losing their apartment, unaffordable
rent, you know a lot of different things are happening, going without food,
sometimes.
Finally, Vicki talks directly about what her desire to “help”, and how this makes
her feel:
Some of the women, from there, had to drop out of the Changes Project
program, also, so some of the women are missed, and we miss them
dearly. Some of them had to drop out, like I said, to find a job, to move,
because they were being evicted, or to help out another family member,
and basically what it is is that we help each other.
Vicki: And I feel good that, to know that I helped someone.
Sherry: Do you feel like you did help someone?
Vicki: I feel so. Even though things are still not so, are not so, going so
well, I still think that just that little bit of effort that I put in there helped
someone.
Through engaging with our research topic, and through our interviews, and the
interactions and support of our team, along with the concurrent successes of our public
speaking events, a particular type of empathic knowledge developed. I call it Empathy,
Peter Park calls it Interactive Knowledge, and Belenky, Clinchy, Golberger and Tarule
call it Connected Knowing. Its specific characteristics, how it interacts with knowledge
of self and with identity, and the ways in which it developed throughout the various
processes of the project were all described in this section. I think, however, it’s useful
to return to Vicki and Kelly for a summary description. According to Vicki and Kelly,
Empathy, or Empathic Knowing, is:
•

having more compassion;

•

crying when others cry;

•

not being heartless and coldless to people;
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•

being less judgmental;

•

being more open;

•

being kinder;

•

doubting less;

•

discriminating less.

When you practice Empathic Knowing, you:
•

become a better person;

•

become more understanding;

•

understand better what’s bothering people;

•

understand better what makes people act the way they do;

•

have more respect for other people’s feelings;

•

listen better;

•

learn to really listen in order to hear somebody - you listen to the “deeper,
inner”;

•

have more feelings;

•

are able to express your feelings better;

•

feel you are listened to better;

•

learn more about who you are;

•

trust yourself more;

•

feel that doors are opening;

•

want to help;

•

know you can’t always help.
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And, empathic knowledge develops through:
•

listening to other people’s stories;

•

observing;

•

being able to talk about how you feel;

•

feeling listened to;

•

feeling supported.

“How To” Knowledge

“I Think my Reading’s Pretty Damn Good”
I want to touch briefly on some of the things Vicki and Kelly talk about learning
how to do, or learning to do better, as a result of their participation in the Changes
Project. Separating this type of knowing from others is somewhat artificial. Knowing
how to do something better can include knowing how to listen to someone better,
knowing how to analyze an issue from several different perspectives, knowing how to
connect more empathically to others. I want to say that the examples of “how to”
knowledge I’ve included in this section are concrete, tangible, things like knowing how
to read and write. Yet, knowing how to read and write is not tangible, we can’t touch it.
It’s a lived ability. Of course, we can see it, it can be proven, we can witness someone
engaged in the act of reading. Yet, we can also witness someone engaged in the act of
listening empathically to another. So, that criterion cannot belong to this type of
knowledge only. In fact, I am not sure how to define it, how to call it something that is
it’s alone, and that cannot also belong to other categories of knowing.
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Skills is one word that comes to mind, yet I cannot say that thinking critically,
for example, is not a skill, either. Kelly describes an aspect of it when she says, “I feel
like I can do more.” There is something in it that is about doing, about what you can
do. Vicki says, “I have learnt things, like how to do research, what research was
about.” So, again, there is something about learning how to do something, and there is
a quality of this kind of knowledge being about something somewhat more tangible,
“things”, and acts you can concretely demonstrate. Peter Park uses the term
“instrumental knowledge” to define this category of knowing. He says, “. . .it is useful
for controlling the physical and social environment in the sense of both passively
adapting to it and more actively manipulating it to bring about desired changes” (Park,
1993, p. 5). Later, he changes the term to “representational” and uses these words to
describe its essence, “technical, depicting, representing, describing and explaining
reality” (Park, 1998). In the Changes Project report, we wrote about Park’s conception
this way, “He defines representational as both functional and interpretive. Repre¬
sentational knowledge provides explanation and creates understanding in that it answers
both the ‘how’ and the ‘what and who’ questions” (The Changes Project, 2000, p. 121).
It still seems vague to me, and not clearly delineated. I feel like I have a sense of what
it is. It’s just that I can’t say with authority that any words I use to describe it could not
also be used to describe something else. The verbs Peter Park uses, “representing,
describing, depicting, explaining” seem to come closest to getting at the kernel of
somethingness that is this type of knowledge.
Still, I want to be careful not to indicate that I think that reading and writing, for
example, are isolated skills. As David Barton “In general, people do not read in order
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to read, or write in order to write; rather, people read and write in order to do other
things, in order to achieve other ends” (Barton & Ivanic, 1991, p. 9). Although Vicki
and Kelly talk about learning to read better during the course of the Changes Project,
they do not value this skill in and of itself. They value it for what it allows them to do,
and for how it relates to their feelings of confidence and self-esteem. Becoming literate
in a highly literate, text-based society is deeply about identity. One moves from feeling
dependent on others (to read mail, and notes sent home from children’s schools, and
street signs, for example) to feeling independent; from feeling the sense of shame that
comes from “hiding something,” to feeling confident and proud; from feeling stupid, or
that others think you are stupid, to feeling valued, respected and capable of contributing.
Kelly talks about this when she explains some of the reasons why she enrolled in
Read/Write/Now, her adult literacy program. I asked her if it was for her kids, and she
said:
No, no, I think it was more for myself. Because - the kids - the kids used
to help me out, but my neighbor helped me out with a lot of stuff. But the
thing with her - she couldn’t wait to tell anybody anything, you know?
And when she used to do things - that was between us - and for her to go
out and tell people, oh this letter came in and she owes this and that, know
what I mean? And I said no, I couldn’t do it no more ... cause she started
telling everybody that I couldn’t read. You know, and then they started
talking shit. Coming up to me, Oh you can’t read, this and that. Third
time ... I almost got into a couple a fights. I said, you know, fuck it, I
don’t need nobody to help me out. I can figure it out myself or whatever.
But when this woman [from one of Kelly’s sons schools] mentioned about
school, I said, well, I’m at home, you know the kids are in school, I could
go back to school during the day be home for ‘em when they come home.
You know?
Reading to Kelly is about independence, and it’s about identity. Vicki reiterates this
when she says, “I’m independent, so the reading has kind of put a damper on my
independence.”
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The feeling of being judged negatively for not being able to read and write well
is something that affected Vicki and Kelly all of their lives. Kelly talks about her
experiences in school, and why, when she was in the eighth grade, she dropped out:
[In the beginning of eighth grade] I started working for two weeks, two
weeks, and I just said, I can’t go on. I feel totally out of place, stupid ...
you know, sittin’, there are like thirty kids or something in the class. I
always sat in the back. You turn in the paper -1 couldn’t turn in the paper.
I only had my name on it, and I turned it in just like that. You know? I
told them that I couldn’t do the work and they always said, do you best,
and I said, if I can’t do it how can I do my best? And I stayed in school
for two weeks and then I dropped out.
She talks about how it affected her later in her life, in more concrete ways, when she
broke up with her first husband:
...when I broke up with my husband, everything, and when I moved over
here, it was like harder for me? You know because I had nobody to read
for me or anything and my kids were too small to help me.
Over the years, Vicki and Kelly talked many times about the meaning literacy
has for them, and how their experiences of not being able to read and write well
affected them throughout their lives. To paraphrase Barton, learning to read is not just
about learning to read. As Vicki and Kelly talk about how their skills developed over
the course of the Changes Project, and at Read/Write/Now as well, they often talk about
how this affected their confidence and self-esteem, as they mention below. Again,
identity runs as an undercurrent, being shaped and changed as Vicki and Kelly’s
relationship to knowledge, and themselves as knowers, is shaped and changed.
Kelly speaks to this when she says,
I feel like I can do more than I used to - you don’t have to be a
professional person. I know I can do it. I have changed, I have more
confidence in myself. Because I know I can do it. If I really need to get
down and do it - do anything -1 know I can do it. You just have to have
that confidence.
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Vicki gives this description:
[The Changes Project has helped me] with my reading, and I have learnt
things - how to do research, what research was about, and it was good, it
was good for me, and anyone else in that position and it opened up a lot of
doors. It’s a real good feeling. Especially when we’re all together as a
group in there, figuring out, like analysis and all that stuff. All that great
stuff. ... The words are so big, but, you know, the words are big words,
but once you really get into it, and you know what you’re doing, the words
doesn’t mean anything.
Sherry: So you felt like you could do things that you didn’t think that you could
do before?
Vicki: That’s right.
Even though “the words are so big, but... once you get into it and ... know what you’re
doing, the words doesn’t mean anything.” This is a powerful statement. Words, as a
metaphor, have made Vicki feel shut out in the past: “All those big words other people
know and I don’t. It makes me feel stupid. They probably think I’m stupid.” But once
Vicki’s confidence in herself, in her ability to contribute and to be valued for her
contributions, increases, she is able to say, “the words doesn’t mean anything.” They
don’t have the same power to hurt her anymore. She is stronger, she knows more, she’s
able to do more, she has valuable knowledge, other people know it, she knows it.
She continues,
I really started trusting myself and my ability. To be able to conquer more
like reading, it really has helped me with my reading, it has helped me
understand a lot of things that I didn’t understand, and that I thought I
understood. Like doing research. Sometimes just being there, and letting
everyone know how it affects, how it was affecting everyone, you know,
in different programs, and how they really need to know what it’s like
from day to day for a woman and with children, it’s really getting along
and surviving.
Kelly gives and example of content knowledge she has learned, and in her description,
also exemplifies her confidence in herself as a researcher:
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Oh yeah, definitely, [I know] a lot more, now about the CAP laws, you
know because when I heard CAP I’m like gee, well, oh I guess you’re
gonna have your baby and they’ll pay so long for it or whatever, but you
realize when you get down to it you have your baby that’s it. They don’t
pay for nuthin’. I don’t even know if you get Medicaid even. No, I’m not
sure about that, so. See we have to check into some thing like that, see if
you get Medicaid, or if you get food stamps, I’m not sure. Stuff like that.
“See, we have to check into some thing like that...” she says. “I’ve learned more about
some things, but no, I don’t know it all. That’s okay, though, because I can find out
what I need to know.” I think her comment begins to show how she has taken
ownership of the research process, and formed an identity of herself as a capable
researcher.
During one of our team meetings during the first year of the project, Vicki and
Kelly wrote a poem about what research is. This reflects not only their understanding,
but their increasing feelings of confidence, they are saying, in other words, “We know
what research is, we’re doing it. We’re becoming the ‘experts’, we’re ‘researchers’.”
Vicki and Kelly talk about how their participation in the Changes Project helped
them learn more about how to do research (from collecting data to doing analysis - or
“dialysis” as Vicki likes to call it sometimes - to presenting findings), and to learn about
specific issues, they talk about how this affected their feelings of confidence, but what
they talk mostly about is reading. Their final remarks below speak to this. I want to
conclude this section with their comments, but I want to say first, however, that it was
not just through the Changes Project that their reading improved. They were both still
enrolled in Read/Write/Now during the course of the project, and this had a great effect
too. Additionally, they both mention, at various times, that the Changes Project didn’t
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What We Know About Research
Research is . . .
Finding out what, people’s inner thoughts.
Finding out what people have inside, what they think about the issues.
How do you do research?
Ask questions.
Talk to people - people here at Read/Write/Now and different people
Find people who can help us
Listen to the news
Read the newspaper
Talk to people in the welfare system
Talk to people who are on welfare
Talk to people who volunteer in the system
When you talk to people, you can use:
Interviews
Focus groups
And you can go to:
The news
Speakers
Workshops and conferences
February, 1998

Figure 2. What We Know About Research

help them as much with writing, (“But my writing, no, I just can’t,” as Kelly says). But
their reading did improve, and they mention this again and again. It is evident, I think,
from the previous discussion, as well as in their following descriptions, how important
this was to them:
I’m really independent. Like I said. I’ve learnt things, because before I
couldn’t drive, I can drive, I can read my own mail. I can read books a
little bit. Maybe soon I’ll be able to really, really read - read some stories
to my grandkids. (Vicki)

159

I read more. Like I said, we’re constantly reading... like I said, we do a lot
of reading, findings ... and even xxx [Kelly’s reading teacher at
Read/Write/Now], she noticed, I can sit there and read to her like nothin’!
Sometimes I can just click - kill that book - and she be so pleased. You
know, and she’s just, “You’re reading’s better than last week! Or the
month before!” Or, “You’re reading [re]present[s],” ... how do you say it?
... it’s a lot better, but there’s another word for it ... I mean it approved, I
approved, my readings approved so much for the last couple months, or
last following year. (Kelly)
And again, later,
I think my reading skills got a lot better. Cause we do a lot of looking at
the paperwork, reading findings and reading like issues and a lot... we do
a lot of reading, either at school AND with the Changes Project. And
when we present ourselves, we still have to read too. So, I think my
reading is ... I think my reading’s pretty damn good, yo. (Kelly)

Critically Empathic Knowing

“I Would Like to Have a Day in Their Shoes, and
They Have a Day in Our Shoes”
In this section I will talk about a type of knowledge I see developing in Vicki
and Kelly’s descriptions and analyses of the issues we explored that is a mixture of both
critical as well as empathic knowing. They have created a unique combination of the
two. In the first quote I want to bring in, for example, Vicki critiques Welfare Reform
policies, saying that she sees how they were based, in part, on stereotypes. She then
goes on to describe what she thinks the politicians need to do in order to overcome
those stereotypes and make better-informed decisions. By “better informed” I mean,
and Vicki means, informed not just in terms of facts and numbers, but in terms of story
and experience. Listening to people’s stories, in such a way that we really get inside
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them, is the only way we can learn to know others as connected to us, rather than as
separate and distinct. This is how we overcome stereotype, not just through cognitive
processes, but through an emotional reaching towards the other. Decisions affecting
other peoples’ lives cannot be made based on “scientific” knowledge alone. This type
of knowledge, when applied to people, can be dangerously misleading, simply because
people cannot be known through categories, boxes, and types. In order to make
informed decisions affecting people’s lives, you must know the people. In order to
know the people, you must listen to their stories. You must be willing to listen in such a
way that you take the risk of connecting emotionally. What you risk in doing so, is
transformation.
This is the same risk Vicki and Kelly took in the Changes Project, through
conducting interviews, through listening to team members, and through expressing their
own ideas and feelings to each other and in new venues. One of the results of this risk
is that they were transformed. They listened in ways they never had before, they
challenged stereotypes they held, and they found it harder to hold people at a distance,
as separate from, rather than connected to. Inherent in the type of knowledge they use
to examine and describe the issues, I see a critique. Because they do not use critical
knowledge separate from empathic, they model a type of knowing which is always
personal, even when it is engaged in macro-level analysis and critique. This type of
knowing cannot lead to actions that are divorced from those whom they affect, unlike
many decisions based on separate, logical-scientific knowledge. In Vicki’s description
below, I think the inherent critique is evident in her words, as well as in how in how she
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models the type of knowledge she uses to understand and analyze, on several different
levels, the issues and their underlying causes:
And it’s not true [that welfare recipients are lazy]. Before Welfare
Reform even came about, there were a lot of women that were in these
programs, and they knew they had the reading. They want to read, they
want to learn how to read, so they’ll be able to fill out job applications.
Basically, our book [Out on a Limb] will help tell all about that and it’ll
help explain who they are and we really are, to the world, because that’s
what the government wants to know. So we hope that this will be helpful,
and they’ll be a little more lenient, because we want to, we’re doing our
best to reach the requirements of the law that the President passed down.
And it’s not easy. They’re not... they’re up there, and the politics is up
there in the White House, and the whatever House, the State House, the
something House, and they’re sitting there, and they have no idea what
we’re going through. They have no idea.
How are we gonna tell our children that, one day, you’re not going to be
living with me, and some of the children are being put in foster care, and I
feel it’s unfair, because the State is paying someone else to take care of
your children. And your children are confused because they’re gonna say
well, we did something wrong, and mom doesn’t want us anymore, so
that’s another big problem for us all over again. So. We’re gonna have a
lot of kids out there doing some things, and, a lot of parents doing some
things. I just hope that it doesn’t get to the point where it’s gonna cost
anyone’s death, or anyone to hurt any bodily harm to anyone else, you
know.
We gotta realize what’s happening, and we gotta stick together. We can’t
fight anyone, because it won’t do us no good because the government’s
gonna say well God, you’re fighting, you know, let’s watch this and see
how long this is gonna continue, and we’ll see how far we can push the
issue. While we’re all fighting and arguing, we’re overlooking, you know,
what can be done to help each other - get along and be civilized people, be
nice to one another, because we’re all in the same boat.
In Vicki’s final comment, she is talking from firsthand experience. Welfare
Reform policy has created a lot of tension and hardship for people who do not have the
skills, education and/or family supports to provide adequately for themselves and their
children. The resulting stress has a strong and negative impact on individuals, families
and communities. As people are faced with fewer and fewer options, tensions rise, and
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violence breaks out in homes and in the community. There is a class critique in Vicki’s
comments. In effect, she is saying that if we fight, no one is going to pay attention, it
will be more fuel for the generation and maintenance of stereotypes. And maybe that is
what some of those in positions of power want, it’s a strategy for protecting what
they’ve got, for protecting the status quo, that is, “Let them fight it out down there,
we’re tucked in safe up here. The more they are distracted with fighting each other, the
less we have to worry about in terms of direct reprisals.” I don’t want to be demeaning
by oversimplifying, but I think that there are several very savvy critiques in Vicki’s
analysis, and a class critique is one of them. She concludes by saying that what is really
necessary in order to make change is collective strength. This involves working
together, and that involves, ultimately, maintaining or building a sense of connection in
which what is primary is that, “we’re all in the same boat,” - we know each other.”
In Vicki’s quote I think it’s apparent that she is employing several different
types of knowledge simultaneously. She analyzes and critiques the issue - in her
analysis of a change in Department of Social Service’s policy as a result of Welfare
Reform, for example: “...the State is paying someone else to take care of your children.”
She identifies underlying causes, “And it’s not easy ... the politics is up there in the
White House ... and they have no idea what we’re going through.” This includes her
recognition that stereotypes influence policy (which will be talked about in greater
depth later in this section), which ends in the comment, “And it’s not true [that welfare
recipients are lazy].” She makes judgments about what is just and what is not,
I feel it’s unfair ... your children are confused because they’re gonna say
well, we did something wrong, and mom doesn’t want us anymore, so
that’s another big problem for us all over again.”
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She then recommends actions, both of which draw on insights she has gained through
her ability to be an empathic knower, and what she believes will generate, or build
upon, that same facility in others, “Basically, our book [Out on a Limb] will help tell all
about that and it’ll help explain who they are and we really are, to the world, because
that’s what the government wants to know.” Through hearing people’s stories (Out on
a Limb is, essentially, a collection of stories we heard from people we interviewed), you
know them. If you “really listen,” you’ll get to know them in a way that will connect
you to them. You will be changed, and your actions will be changed. She also
recommends, to her community, “We gotta stick together. We can’t fight anyone [i.e.
each other].” In effect, Vicki is saying that we need to take action based on our
connection to each other, not our separateness. In relationship is where our strengths
lie.
I have thoroughly picked apart this quote of Vicki’s, and I will get to some
others in a moment, but I wanted to do so partly to use this as springboard into, and a
foundation for, talking about the connections between critical and empathic knowledge
I see in both of their comments. I borrow the term “critical knowledge” from Peter
Park. He describes critical knowledge this way, “This is a kind of knowledge that
comes from reflection and action, which makes it possible to deliberate questions of
what is right and just” (Park, 1993, p. 6). He continues,
As action emerges from critical knowledge, so does knowledge issue from
action. Critical consciousness is raised not by analyzing the problematic
situation alone, but by engaging in actions in order to transform the
situation .’’(Park, 1993, p. 8)
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Vicki’s thinking above clearly uses her experiences to inform her judgment of
what is “right and just.” Her thinking and judgment emerge from action, and this
knowledge leads to her recommendation of particular actions. In these senses, Peter
Park’s conception is quite applicable.
In later years, Peter Park began using the term “reflective knowledge,” rather
than “critical knowledge,” though his conceptions of the two are similar. During a
discussion with Peter Park at a workshop, he described “reflective knowledge,” the term
he currently uses, as “moral knowing, or knowing what is right and wrong” (Park,
1998). A description of his comments is also quoted in the Changes Project Report, “it
[reflective knowledge] clarifies values in that it answers the ‘what for’ questions” (The
Changes Project, 2000, p. 121). It is knowledge which involves critique, but the
expression of that critique is in the context of what people, “wish to achieve as selfreliant and self-determining human beings” (Park, 1993, p. 7). Knowledge is
contextualized in terms of social values. This is what we know, and this is how it
relates to how we want our society to be, to how we want to live.
Peter Park’s thoughts about critical and reflective knowledge, as well as my
own, are influenced by Paulo Freire’s conception of “critical consciousness” or
“conscientization.” He describes this concept as, “the cycle of reflection-action through
which both consciousness and conscience develop” (Park, 1993, p. 8). About the term
conscientization, Freire says, “As soon as I heard it, I realized the profundity of its
meaning since I was fully convinced that education, as an exercise in freedom, is an act
of knowing, a critical approach to reality” (Mayo, 1999, p. 63). Conscientization
represents the, “development of the awakening of critical awareness” (Freire, 1993, p.
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18). Critical awareness occurs when a person, “not as a recipient but as a knowing
subject, reaches a deeper awareness both of the socio-cultural reality on which his life is
built and of his ability to transform that reality” (Freire, 1970, p. 27). In Vicki’s
comment above, she is speaking as someone who is not only aware of social, cultural,
and economic dynamics and structures informing what occurs, but speaks as someone
who knows that transformation can occur, and has ideas about how it best ought to
occur. She is a participant both in the analysis and creation of her world, and of history,
in the Freirian sense.
Both Vicki and Kelly use critical analysis in examining the underlying causes of
the issues we explored, and are facile at moving from the macro to the micro analysis.
Their knowledge is based on experience, and is expressed in relation to social values
(for example, a healthy family is ...., and if we want healthy families, this is the kind of
support single mothers need...we know, we’ve been there, and we know because we’ve
talked to many single mothers who have told us what they need...). There is something
else too, however. Tied to how they express what they understand is an ability to
empathize, to have experienced the stories they heard through a sense of connectedness.
This is not just about a value stance, it is about knowing and empathizing with someone
so that her story, who she is, is integral to any analysis about issues affecting her. The
person never becomes disembodied. And because there is an empathic stance towards
this person, the desire to act based on injustices and inequities perceived will never be
disconnected from who that person is.

It is in this type of knowing, in which we allow

others inside of us, that stereotypes are challenged. I mentioned this loop above, but I
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want to mention it again, as it is such an essential part of what Vicki and Kelly model.
As Giroux and Aronowitz state,
Students [and I would not just students, but all of us] need to address as
part of the pedagogy of the Other how representations and practices that
name, marginalize, and define difference as the devalued Other are
actively learned, interiorized, challenged, or transformed. (Giroux &
Aronowitz, p. 108)
Stereotyping and bias are always based on an idea of another as other, as separate. The
move away from this is not intellectual, but emotional. Analysis of injustice,
assessment of one’s value stance, all of these are a part of it, but there is no real internal
transformation without risk, and again, there is no true risk without emotion.
Here is an analysis from Kelly, about why Welfare Reform was instituted, in
which she shows her facility in moving from the big picture - the structural, the
economic, the political - to the local - the experiential, the interpersonal and the
personal - and then back again:
Oh, with the politicianers. Well, I guess they’re the ones wanna take
welfare from us. And you know they’re saying, the politicians and so
forth, there’s jobs out there...where? I mean, okay, like instant, there’s a
woman at school, at Read/Write/Now, she’s black, she wears her hair in a
pony tail, she’s coming in the afternoon because she has to go everyday to
welfare, sit at welfare, 9:00 to 11:30, to look in the paper for a job or
anything. Okay? Then, she finally got a job, only part time, on weekends,
working at the Civic Center, and she went in to welfare, they closed her
case! Because she was working. Not making enough money to pay these
bills, and they have ... [I can’t believe] how the system did her, I guess she
[missed] an appointment, and that’s every two weeks or whatever, just
cause she was doing that, they closed her case. They said if an
appointment runs out and she don’t work no more, to go back, and they’ll
give her food stamps. She will not get no money from them. It’s weird
the way they did her. But they didn’t tell her nuthin’. And she was only
gettin’ like $145 every two weeks from them. So, she’s strugglin, you
know.
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I think people, I mean there’s a lot of people that took welfare, I mean
welfare got out of control. I mean people used it, as lamp posts maybe, I
don’t know how would you say it, or a crutch, or a luxury, maybe some
people. No, not a lot. I... Did I use the system? Nah. (laugh) No.
Because I worked and stuff. Yeah, so I didn’t use the system. But, some
people do, and I think they figure well, it’s just time to get rid of the
welfare system. But they could never get rid of the welfare system, I don’t
care how hard they try, because there are not enough jobs out there. There
are all these factory jobs, they’re leavin’, they’re going to Texas and shit,
wherever, overseas, for cheaper labor. And that’s the problem. And they
shouldn’t let the factories and things move out of here and go somewheres
else - for cheap labor - because that’s leaving us nowheres.
As Paulo Freire said, the process of “coming into consciousness” is a process of
“‘learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action
against the oppressive elements of reality’ - all part and parcel of becoming critically
literate” (Mayo, 1999, p. 64). Kelly shows clearly her ability to perceive inherent
contradictions (and later, both she and Vicki talk about ways and means of taking
action). Vicki is critiquing the impetus behind Welfare Reform. It was instituted
because there was an idea that too many people were taking advantage of it. Okay, and
maybe some people were, but not everyone. There was a stereotype in place and the
policy was enacted based on that. In effect, it is a policy which blames the victim. If
the goal is to create a society in which people are capable of working to make a living
wage to support their families, then Welfare Reform is attacking the problem in the
wrong place. Let’s cut people off, all those people who are taking advantage of the
system, so they have to get a job. That will solve the problem, because the problem is
laziness. Well, as Kelly points out, there are some people who simply don’t have the
skills to get a living wage job (the case of the woman she spoke about in the first
paragraph), and besides that, there aren’t very many living wage jobs available for
people without a high degree of formal education. Why isn’t the government trying to
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create more jobs (and not just more jobs for the professionally skilled) rather than
focusing their energies on punishing (lazy) single mothers for not having one?
Vicki and Kelly wrote a poem one day, about the irony that not only are welfare
recipients (most often single mothers) stereotyped as lazy, but that there is a belief that
they are living a life of luxury. The idea is that people are on welfare not because they
need that support, but because they see it as a means to live the high life. From this
standpoint, Welfare Reform is seen as a saving grace. Finally, we can deliver people
from their life of laziness and greed. This poem came out of our discussions about that
irony, and I think it stands for itself.
In this next quote, Vicki’s analysis of some of the underlying causes of the
issues also involves a critique of capitalism, as does Kelly’s above. She brings in a
critical examination of how sexism - as it is reflected in the structural organization of
our society - has had an influence as well:
I learned a lot of things. I learned that it wasn’t easy getting a job,
especially the job you think you’re required for, you’re good for. And
some of the jobs are leaving. Some of the jobs aren’t staying. Sometimes
you have a problem with discrimination. Yeah, and when you are working,
if you have a job and a man is getting paid more, I think that anybody,
male or female, should be offered the same rate, no one should be taking
home anything different. And, if so, I think it should be reverse. I think
the women should be taking home more, especially with children....
They say work is out there and everything - now I understand why some
young people is turning to things they shouldn’t be doing. Cause there’s
certainly nothing out there for them. Either you need your GED, or high
school whatever, I still don’t think it’s fair, because that’s cutting out the
people who can’t, who cannot read or write and who want to get there.
And it’s going to take a lot more time, so I don’t know if there’s going to
be any jobs available by that time. But I think there need to be more jobs
offered, before anyone decides that we should, you know, that you need a
job. There should be something out there for us.
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Luxury

Welfare Reform is not a luxury.
It’s not promising.
And it’s definitely not a crutch.

It’s hopeless.

Hum the words,
“There’s no food in the house No breakfast,
No lunch”.
Hum the words,
“No gas,
No lights,”
Hum the words.

Lazy? No.
It’s starvation,
It’s, “About to be homeless”.
Luxury? No.
No.

No.

Kelly and Vicki
November 18, 1999

Figure 3. Luxury
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They’re saying there are these jobs out there, but for whom? Instead of just
telling us to go get a job, washing their hands of us, they ought to be creating jobs for
us. Vicki questions where society’s priorities are. Who is left out in the rhetoric about
the “strong economy” and “everyone’s working” and “it’s a time of prosperity”?
Women, and particularly single mothers, are at greater risk in our society. Very few
jobs, and particularly those offering entry-level wages, provide day care, and it is still
true that women are paid less than men as an overall percentage of earnings (see
statistics provided by Nancy Folbre and the Center for Popular Economics in their Field
Guide to the New Economy, 1995 - we used these in our own research - for example, in
1992, 22% of families with children were maintained by women alone, 52% of all poor
families were maintained by women alone, in 1991 the percentage of working women
with a child under 5 using organized child care facilities was 23%, and in 1992 a Latino
women’s earnings as a percentage of Latino men’s was 86%, African-American
women’s 89%, and White women’s 70%, with the average earnings of women as a
percentage of men’s being 74%). Vicki and Kelly experienced firsthand the difficulties
of raising a family as a single parent, and also heard many stories about the increasing
difficulty women we knew (at Read/Write/Now, at Holyoke Community College, and
those enrolled in other Adult Basic Education and College programs statewide) were
having supporting their families as a result of Welfare Reform. The influences of
sexism, both historical and structural, on Welfare Reform policy and on the lives of
women, became difficult to ignore. In Kelly’s comments below, both her critical
analysis of root causes, as well as her anger, are evident:
Yeah. Because these guys, these guys that make the changes are guys,
there’s no women involved with that. It’s the guys. Let them help their
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kids have kids or give them some kids and let them live on welfare. And
let them look around for jobs and see what happens to them. Right? Let
them live a woman’s lifestyle, on a day to day basis, on welfare. And
gotta go ... for your food stamps, every month, better be there, because if
you’re not there ON TIME, you don’t get your food stamps.
Again, her recommendation for action is based on her firsthand knowledge of the power
of experiential and connected knowing: “let them live a woman’s lifestyle, on a day to
day basis, on welfare.” Of course she knows that is not realistically possible, but the
spirit of it is that change cannot occur unless you open yourself up to the realities of
those whose lives you are affecting.
Again, Vicki and Kelly turned to poetry as a means for expressing the
complexities of, as well as the deep emotions they had about what we were seeing.
The types of knowledge Vicki and Kelly were developing through our research,
our explorations, our listening, they applied to other issues besides Welfare Reform as
well. I just want to bring in one small example of that. Here, Vicki is talking about
Immigration Reform.
The Immigration Reform ... it’s bad that, sometimes they can be
misinformed too, because their language is not our language, and their
rules over there is different from the rules here. It’s bad to think that our
government could take advantage of someone’s ability and ... you know ...
like if you went to school there, and went to college there, and you’re a
doctor or whatever, you have to come back here and sometimes do
everything all over again. I think that’s unfair. And I think that should be
looked into. That should be dealt with. I don’t think that anyone from
somewhere else comes to the United States and they’re already a Doctor,
already got their Bachelor’s Degree, or whatever, should not have to do
that all over again. It should be accepted. Cause if the government is
accepting them to come here, they should be able to accept anything.
Their educational standards, business standards, anything. I think they
should be given an equal [chance].
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The Man’s Stereotype
Perhaps they could be couch potatoes too.
And Jerry Springer lay-abouts,
soap opera fans.
Why haven’t they been asked to keep their legs closed?
Or, to tie it in a knot?
Why haven’t they been offered birth control?
Or, invited to abuse and batter their bodies?
There should be a law.
If a man has a family and leaves it,
if he leaves that family,
and that family has no choice but to go on welfare,
and then he goes off and makes another family,
why can’t there be a law against that?
Why do the men give the women reputations?
What gives them the right?
What are they going to tell their children?
Why do they lay the blame on us?
Why should we be shunned?
It takes a man to stand up to his responsibilities,
a man,
not a baby-maker.
What do you call a man who leaves,
who goes off and makes more children?
A slut.
August 18, 1999 - Vicki and Kelly

Figure 4. The Man’s Stereotype
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Woven throughout her remarks is the same blend of critique: eg.: why does the
government allow immigration and yet not provide the support needed to newly arrived
immigrants. There is bias involved. What immigrants bring in terms of education, at
least, is not considered valid, because it is not American. There is an attendance to
social values. That is not right, that is not fair, that should be looked into, it doesn’t
promote the type of society I want to see us living in. Although Vicki has not directly
experienced immigration, throughout the course of the project we explored issues
related to Immigration Reform, and heard first hand about the experiences immigrants
were facing from our colleagues. Lived experience of the issues was not a necessary
criterion for Vicki and Kelly to be able to apply the critically empathic knowledge they
developed.
Vicki and Kelly describe several recommended actions above, but Vicki, in
these next comments, talks about these actions and solutions in greater depth. In the
first comment, she refers indirectly to Structured Job Search programs, or job training
programs set up by welfare. In the case of one woman we know, a mother of five, who
Kelly mentions above, the requirement that she attend a Structured Job Search program
for twenty hours a week had disastrous results. We interviewed her several different
times, and also visited her at the Structured Job Search program. Her primary activity
there was looking in the newspaper for jobs. This was difficult for her because she did
not have strong reading skills. She was not receiving job training, and she was unable
to pursue her goals of becoming literate, getting a GED, and eventually entering a
nurse’s aid training program.

She had to leave her adult literacy program due to the

twenty-hour a week mandated attendance at the Structured Job Search program. The
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first job she got was sorting greeting cards in a greeting card factory. She had to leave
it after a very short time because her inadequate literacy and numeracy skills made it
difficult for her to do the work accurately and at the required pace.
Later she told us that she was afraid she would have to end up “on the streets” and by this she meant resort to prostitution - in order to support her children. The
requirement made no sense to us. It seemed tragically short-sited. Why take someone
out of school in order to get them a low-paying job on which they cannot support their
family and which they probably won’t be able to keep (for a variety of reasons,
including: inadequate daycare, in availability of reliable transportation, lack of adequate
skills) instead of supporting them to remain in school so that one day they will be able
to get and keep a living-wage job? Is showing a short-term reduction in welfare rolls
worth risking greater poverty and poor health for both mothers and children in the long
term? We didn’t think so.
Vicki has some solutions:
But I think that with the program, and what we’re doing now, how they
gave us the funding [for the Changes Project], I really think that it should
become a job, because some of this helps some of us on AFDC make ends
meet, but it also helps us because it’s like job training. And you’re being
trained to do the job, and you’re getting paid for it. ... I think there should
be more programs like that.... I wish there was a program like this so they
could come - they have a second choice. And we could be their second
choice.
The type of skills and knowledge gained in an educational program like the
Changes Project - and which is paid work as well, just as some jobs as a part of Welfare
Reform’s Community Service Requirement are - are what is needed, Vicki says.
Literacy skills improve, but at the same time one develops confidence in oneself, the
ability to express oneself, knowledge necessary to critique, to analyze, to empathize and
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to build, and the belief that one can participate - on many different levels. These are
critical and essential skills and qualities necessary to building healthy, connected,
supported and supporting communities of individuals who have the capacity to work, to
create, and to participate. These are the skills that lead not just to a belief that change is
possible, but that you are equipped to begin making those changes - where you see
inequity and injustice, and concrete problems that make it difficult for people to live
adequately. It doesn’t happen over night, no, but one thing we know is that it certainly
will not happen if Supported Job Search is the type of educational initiative we offer.
But more from Vicki and her recommendations:
I would like it, like I said, I would like a job, a permanent job. I like also
being able to find out what are their [the women we interviewed’s] needs
in school and how we can help each other so we can each reach our goals.
Like I helped my son, and my grandchildren’s mom, so they can go to
work. I volunteer my time if I have it to baby sit. And that’s a big
responsibility. I don’t want my kids to -1 want to be able to help them in
any way I can - to meet the requirements, rules, of the Welfare Reform.
It’s hard to find daycare, affordable daycare, and then someone you can
trust with your children. ... So, I usually say, yes. I’ll do it, if I can, and it
gets frustrating sometimes. [What we need is] like a community thing, like
the community centers and all that other stuff - it’s not like it used to be
back then.
Now it’s so rough and it’s sad when you, when I’m coming through on my
way home, to see some of the kids, my own kids, standing on the comer,
thinking that this is just what we gotta do, and having kids, and your kids
is on AFDC, and seeing that, that hurts me. That hurts me so much,
because they are not given the opportunity we were. And it also makes
me realize, and I think others, how some people take advantage of what
they don’t need. And how it hurts the others who doesn’t take advantage
of the system, and cheat and rob, or whatever. Sometimes, sometimes you
have to, in order to get to where you want to go, sometimes, you know,
being off of the system makes you do some things that you would never
think of doing. ... If there’s kids involved, you want to be able to give your
kids clothing and food, you know, you want to be able to keep them
updated with other kids. You know ... and also you want to let them know
that, this is the life, you just don’t wait around.
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Vicki is saying, very simply I think, that people need to work together,
especially now, when things are becoming more and more difficult. People need to help
each other. Sometimes I think those people who are doing whatever they need to do
(“cheat and rob or whatever”) to make ends meet are making it harder for everyone,
Vicki says. On the other hand, she understands. When you are desperate, you do things
that you never thought you’d do.
Vicki continued, talking about her commitment to make sure those people who
have an influence on Welfare Reform legislation know what is happening. In order for
them to know, they have to have some idea of what people affected by Welfare Reform
are experiencing. This requires that they hear not just about facts, but that they hear the
stories. Unless they have some sort of visceral understanding, change is not going to
happen. Unless they have some experience of what is going on, they will not be able to
make well-informed decisions. At some point during the Changes Project, we sent
letters out to our senators and representatives, to the Governor, and to the President. I
ask Vicki if she thought that had any effect, and here is her response:
I don’t know, I hope so. It’s hard to say. I don’t know if they took out the
time to sit down and read that theirselves, or did their secretary read that
for them ... Cause I would like to think that they sat down and read that
themselves, and sent us back something, an answer, from the heart, from
their words, not from someone else’s, you know, that they have working
for them, like a secretary ... that’s her thoughts or his thoughts, that’s not
going to be the same, and I want to know that that person that we address
identify, you know, what we ax them.
To some of the politicians it has an effect. Perhaps maybe they have been
there. And then to other politicians that have not been there, maybe they
need - it would be good if we could switch roles. For a day you take my
place and for a day I take your place ... to let them know how it feels to
live by income that you have to wait and depend on every two weeks, and
might not come when it’s supposed to come. ... I want them to know what
it feels like to go on a bus to go grocery shopping.I want them to know
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how it is to try to make ends meet. It’s not easy. They’re getting paid, to
be in that house, and be a senator... I want to know what it feels like to
live luxury a little bit. To be able to spend your money and just write out a
check and pay my bills and go shopping and you know, buy a car, buy
some tires, and not worry about the bill collector coming to git you, or
calling you up constantly on the phone.
I don’t know if they - have any feelings, I don’t know what’s going on. I
just would like to have a day in their shoes, and they have a day in our
shoes.
Again, the knowledge needed by those making decisions affecting others lives,
is experiential, inside, empathic knowledge of the lives of those affected. Gaventa
comments that,
Underlying all of these elements of the power of expertise is the expert’s
lack of any accountability to the non-experts affected by his or her
knowledge. Knowledge production, then, is accountable not to the public
interest, not to the needs of the powerless who may be affected by it, but
to an ideology which serves to justify the superiority of the expert - the
ideology of science and objectivity.
He continues, “A knowledge system which subordinates common sense also
subordinates common people” (Park, 1993, pp. 29-30). Vicki and Kelly have lived the
effects of decisions based on expert knowledge, based on “the ideology of science and
objectivity,” through their own experiences, and through the stories they have heard.
They know that actions grounded in this kind of knowledge alone are dangerous. Every
action they recommend is premised on this belief. What is needed is not more facts and
statistics. Those often serve only to reinforce the perceptions already held. In the name
of objectivity, value stances are denied in order that power can solidify and be less
vulnerable to critique. We hear the echoes, “We made that decision based not on what
we think is right and good, based not on what we value and believe in, no, that had
nothing to do with it. We made that decision based on the facts, and the facts alone.”
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Then why is it that your facts tells you that a one-size-fits all Welfare Reform policy is
a good idea and mine tell me it’s not?
Juliet Merrifield says, “Science usually dismisses knowledge derived from
experience as biased and subjective” (Park, 1993, p. 67). The irony is that in our
experience, we find that scientific knowledge is also biased and subjective. Merrifield
goes on to talk about a participatory action research project that the Highlander Center
assisted in facilitating. She refers to it as “Bumpass Cove”:
The Bumpass Cove example also shows that the prevailing myth of
science as the domain only of those trained for it may discourage many
people, persuading them that what they know is not valid, that only the
experts ‘really’ know. And the notion that it is politically neutral may
persuade people that scientists would not allow bad things to happen to
them. Our deference to the experts may continue to allow science to be
used to buttress political power, and to disempower ordinary people.
(Park, 1993, p. 69)
Vicki and Kelly have a real sense that this is true. At the same time, however, they
believe that what they know is valid. In fact, both how and what they know is more
valid than how and what the experts know in many cases, particularly when it relates to
issues involving human beings, and especially disenfranchised human beings.
The knowledge that Vicki and Kelly embody in their analyses can be used to
challenge existing power structures. As John Gaventa says,
In seeing themselves capable of producing and defining their own reality
they may become activated to change it; a greater consciousness and
clearer analysis of the political context and of their situation may develop;
and the new knowledge can become a resource for challenging the
hegemony of the dominant ideas. (Park, 1993, p. 38)
However, it is not a way of knowing and acting that is applicable to, and appropriate
only for, those who perceive themselves to be, and who are in many cases,
disenfranchised - and I think this is a key point. It is also a way of knowing that is
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necessary for people in positions of power, to better enable them to create actions
responsive to the needs of those they affect. Peter Park describes one of the purposes of
participatory research, “One purpose ... is to provide space for the oppressed to use their
intellectual power to be critical and innovative in order to fashion a world free of
domination and exploitation” (Park, 1993, p. 15). In order to fashion a “world free of
domination and exploitation ; however, the move needs to come not just from those
affected, but from those affecting.
James Paul Gee reiterates the veracity of this when he offers a critique of
schools,
At the same time, our reformed schools, with their new cognitivist
curricula, are set to produce “portfolio” people who can think “critically,”
that is, engage in “higher order thinking,” but not “critiquely,” if I may
coin a word, that is, unable to understand and critique systems of power
and injustice in a world that they will see as simply economically
“inevitable.” They will be unable to understand or empathize with the
plight of people like Sandra [a working-class teenager portrayed in a case
study example] or to see that that plight may ultimately be the ruin of their
“new economic order.” They will be “ideological dupes” of the new
capitalism, just as much of the intelligentsia was of the old, but in a far
more dangerous, because globally interconnected, world. We, then, really
have two school problems. The first concerns how to ensure that poor and
minority children, really for the first time, get well educated enough to
participate in building and transforming our societies. The second
concerns how to ensure that advantaged children can get out of school able
to think “critiquely” about issues of power and social justice in the new
global capitalist order. (Cope and Kalantzis, 2000, pp. 62-63)
It needs to come from both sides. Dichotomizing power into two sides - those
with and those without - is misleading of course. It would be better, perhaps, to
say that it (the ability to know “critiquely” and empathically), needs to come from
all sides, enacted in all venues in which we work to create positive change.
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It’s worth quoting Gee again, as here he talks about what he believes is needed
for effective leadership, and its relates to the types of knowledge from which leaders
ought to draw:
The implication [of communities of practice and the assumptions upon
which they operate] is that knowledge is not first and foremost either in
heads, discrete individuals or books, but in networks of relationships. The
role of leaders is to design communities of practice; to continually
resource them; and to help members turn their tacit knowledge into
explicit knowledge to be used to further develop that community of
practice, while realizing that much knowledge will always remain tacit
and situated in practice. The implication is that only knowledge that can
be extracted from situated sociocultural practices can be spread and used
outside the original community of practice. (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, p.
54)
Vicki and Kelly model a way of knowing that can, and ought, to be used beyond the
boundaries of their lived experience. They have, in the words of Peter Park,
“developed], create[d], and systematize[d] their own knowledge, and [begun] to define
their own science” (Park, 1993, p. 37). It is a science that in both method and content
provides us with the means to act responsibly as well as knowledgeably. It is a way of
knowing in which critique and action are never divorced from an empathic and
connected knowledge of those whom our actions affect.
It is not a perfect knowledge, in that no one way of knowing is perfect [though
those believing that some types of knowing, particularly in relationship to religious
knowing, are perfect, may dispute this claim]. Perfect connotes finished and done.
Perfect connotes in all cases, all the time, everywhere. No, it is a process, a method,
and the knowledge generated is always situated, and always evolving. It is not a
method of knowing that is appropriate for all tasks and purposes. Its power is
particularly viable in terms of learning about and acting upon the social, the
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interconnected, and the human. I do not claim, nor do I believe that Vicki and Kelly
claim, that either in method or content this type of knowledge can be boxed up and
parceled out, used as a step-by-step recipe. It is an embodied knowing, and in that
sense, it changes and adapts as the situation in which it is employed, and those who are
using it, changes. Vicki addresses this eloquently:
I like to do researches. I used to think it’s so boring, Ohhhh god. I’m
gonna be talking, I know how they feel, probably - I’m gonna talk to you
and do a little, ohhhh god, you know. I’ve had that done, and I didn’t like
it, but, [the type of research we did] I liked it, I really did. And I think that
if we ever took on another project like that again, I think that I would ...
what I know now, I can be able to put it to what I’m gonna know, and get
ready to know a little bit more [my underline]. There’s more to learn. A
lot more to learn. A lot more to do.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have explored Kelly and Vicki’s accounts of the meaning they
made through their participation in the Changes Project. The chapter is organized into
five interconnected themes: Voice, Self as Knower, Empathic Knowing, “How To”
Knowledge, and Critically Empathic Knowing. In the first section. Voice, Vicki and
Kelly talk about how they gained more confidence in their ability to speak out. For the
first time, they felt heard in public venues and valued for their ideas and their ways of
expressing them, by people who they had previously believed would discount them by, for example, legislators and professors. They report that their feelings of self-worth
and importance grew, they had less fear. As they experienced their voices growing
stronger, their desire to speak out and participate also increased. They talk about
feeling now not just “students,” but “teachers,” people who can actively participate in
helping others, in taking action to make positive change.
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They begin to believe that their knowledge is legitimate - as discussed in “Self
As Knower.” We do have something to say, people want to hear it, what and how we
know is valuable - they say. They talk about how they begin to move from feeling as if
they do not have legitimate knowledge, to believing that they do, and that their ways of
expressing what they know - a felt, situated knowing - has positive worth. They also
describe how their ability to listen to, understand, trust and feel empathy for others
improved. In the Empathic Knowing section, their accounts link their increased
confidence and belief in themselves, to a greater ability to believe in others.
They also talk at length about how they learned to listen better. This developed
through conducting the interviews, but is also linked to their increased feelings of selfworth. The more they began to value themselves, they report, the more they could
reach out to and value others. As Vicki says, she started to believe that people weren’t
all, “out there to get me.” Their empathy grew. As Kelly says, she learned to listen to
someone’s, “deeper, inner...then, sometimes, you can hear that little cry inside trying to
get out.” The more connected they felt to others, the more their awareness grew of their
own bias and stereotypes, and they speak about challenging these biases. In their
accounts, they connect their growing feelings of their own self-worth to their ability to
value others, to want to listen to them, and to empathize with them.
In the “How To” chapter, they describe how they felt that certain skills and
abilities improved - for example, their abilities to read and write, and to do research.
They felt less fearful, they began to feel more and more like they could take on new
challenges. At first, for example, they were afraid of doing research. They were
worried about all of the “big words,” words they previously felt shut out by, that went
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along with it. The more they did it, however, the more they realized they could do it - it
wasn’t something just for educated people in universities. That is when Vicki realizes,
“you don’t have to have college knowledge to know it all.” Their confidence in
themselves and their abilities were growing stronger, they recount.
The last section, critically empathic knowledge, includes descriptions of how
their increased confidence in themselves, in their voice, in their abilities and in their
knowledge, along with greater empathy, led them to a stronger desire to do something
to help others. They believed they could. Through reflection and analysis the links
between the felt effects and the policies and laws that created these effects became
clearer. They also talk about how they began to see the connections between, for
example, stereotypes and bias and how these are reiterated in policies (e g. the
connection between stereotypes of welfare recipients as lazy women who want to just to
relax and live off the state and Welfare Reform). From the felt reality, and from their
growing empathy for those affected by the policies, they relate how their desire to do
something increased. They moved from felt reality to analysis of underlying causes.
Their reflections and analysis led ideas for action. They talk about how they now had
the confidence to believe they were capable of taking action, of affecting decisions, of
supporting others, of speaking out, of contributing to the conversation - and they did so.
They articulate their belief that it is only through working together that change can
occur - that we need to connect people to each other so they can stand in solidarity to
work towards desired goals. In this chapter, Vicki and Kelly express their learning
about empathy, voice, knowledge and action - and the connections between these and
their increased desire and felt ability to participate in creating a more equitable society.
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In the next chapter, I present the accounts of the team members from the four
other participating projects about the meaning they made of the Changes Project. There
are both parallels as well as differences from Vicki and Kelly’s descriptions in this
chapter. There are parallels in terms of voice, knowledge and confidence and
differences in terms of the ways in which the team members express their learning in
terms of each. Many of the team members in the next chapter, for example, are
newcomers to the United States. This gives a particular quality to their experiences that
is different from Kelly and Vicki’s. Some are literate and were well-educated in their
own countries. This also impacts their experiences. The similarities and differences are
explored through the team members’ presentation of their experiences in the next
chapter.
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CHAPTER 5

TEAM MEMBERS FROM CNA, IU AND THE MP
In this chapter, I present an analysis of the data from seven team members from
the Mentor Program, the International Language Institute, the Center for New
Americans and one team member from the Workplace Education Program. This
chapter is organized into three major sections each with sub-sections. Each section
represents a theme, and the sub-sections sub-themes. The sub-section heading titles are
quotes from team members reflecting the theme or sub-theme. The sections and sub¬
sections included in this chapter are:
1. Relational Knowledge
(a) “If We Work Together We Have the Power”
(b) Every Newcomer Needs Someone”
(c) “I Was Part of the Problem”
(d) “I Want to Do Something”
2. Reflective Knowledge
(a) “Where Are People Like Me?”
(b) “It Started Making Me Realize How Politics Work”
(c) “Oh My God ... Now I Realize”
(d) “I Feel Like Now I Have the Power”
(e) “We Know What They Need - We Can Make Something For Them”
(f) “It Changed My Whole Outlook On What I Wanted for the Future and for
Myself’
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3. Representational Knowledge
(a) “We Have Tools to Change”
(b) “Now I Had the Information and I Was Able to Give it to Them It’s
Researching - It’s Not Like Looking for a Needle in A Haystack. It’s
Everywhere. It’s Just Up to You to Go Grab It”
(c) “I Had Ownership About My School”
(d) “Now All People Understand Me”
(e) “Now I Am a Teacher”
The three major sections are divided using Peter Park’s three categories of
knowledge (Park, 1998, 1993)-reflective, representational and relational. His
categories proved to be a useful framework for organizing the data (see Chapter 1,
Organization of Data and Chapters 4 & 5). Each of the themes is interconnected,
informing and reiterating the other. The participants’ words appear throughout,
interspersed with quotes from relevant published theorists. In the first section.
Relational Knowledge, team members describe their feelings of increased
connectedness to each other and to their communities, and their growing feelings of
empathy. They also describe how they discover - and challenge - their own stereotypes
and biases, and the effects this has.
In the second section. Reflective Knowledge, team members discuss their
growing critical awareness of how power is reiterated and maintained in society. The
combination of empathic and critical knowledge leads to an even stronger desire to take
action to provide needed support to others and challenge perceived inequities. In the
final section. Representational Knowledge, team members talk about changes in their
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knowledge and abilities as well as in their identities. They describe feeling more
capable and confident, and they also discuss changes in their future goals.
To provide an introduction to the participants, I have included descriptions that
they wrote of themselves in 2000:
Solana, a researcher for the ELI team, is from Colombia. She is married, in
her twenties and has a 3-year-old son. Solana's lived in the U S. for almost
4 years. She has a Marketing Degree from a school in Colombia and wants
to get a Master's Degree in Education. Her native language is Spanish. She
was involved in the Changes Project from the beginning.
Min, a researcher on the ILI team, is from Korea. Min has lived in the U S.
for nearly three years and has a two-year old son. She has a Master's in
Chemistry from Korea and is interested in becoming an English teacher
for children when she returns to Korea. In addition to courses at
UM/Amherst, she has taken Teacher of English for Speakers of Other
Languages courses. Her husband is Korean and is in the US as a
post-doctoral student at UM/Amherst. They plan to return to Korea. Min
was able to be involved in the Changes Project at two different times.
Isabel: “I'm Isabel from Puerto Rico and came to US two years ago. I
consider myself to be an outgoing person. But in the past I didn't have the
chance or maybe I didn't recognize how productive I could be for others.
Help others through my skills never pass by my mind until I became
involved in the Changes Project. A lot of ideas came to my mind each
time that I heard the stories. I'm always thinking, "How can I help?" - that
bothered me. But as a researcher I could provide suggestions, ideas and
advice. This was a great chance to improve both personally and
professionally my skills, but most important I could expand my
knowledge. I learned how I can help other people and not make and
judgment about them. I learned how to be a better person, each day always
to have in my mind other people.”
David. "What I learned from working on this project first off is, none of
us are so great that change couldn't help us be better people than we give
ourselves credit for. I walked into the first meeting thinking I was the
greatest thing to hit the pike and found that I, too, had some prejudices that
I was not aware of. I thought no one could ever tell me that I wasn't the
perfect person to sit in judgment of others because I never had a negative
thought or prejudiced bone in my body. Well, lo and behold I did, and
seeing it through other peoples' eyes I found that I, too had to make some
changes in my opinions. I will be eternally grateful for this time of
learning and growing that this project has taught me, and hope that I can
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always retain the benefits I have received from it. I am a better person for
being part of the Changes Project and hope I will be able to share the
benefits of it to make the people around me understand what it is all about
and to hopefully improve the quality of life around me."
Thanyaluk: “My name is Thanyaluk. I came from Thailand. Now I stayed
in USA four years and 4 months. I live in Greenfield with my American
husband. We didn't have children with each other. But I've one son and
three grandchildren in Thailand. I work with the Center for New
Americans. I'm happy and enjoy when I work with CNA. I'm also proud
with myself when I work with CNA. I like to help people who are not
citizens same as me. My new life in USA went well and perfect in
everything because CNA help me. But two things I didn't finish yet are
getting my American citizenship and my driver's license. They are very
hard for me. In the past I worked with a newspaper for almost 17 years in
my country.”
Dolores. “My name is Dolores. I came from the Dominican Republic. I am
married and I have 3 big nice sons. I work at the Center for New
Americans. I like animals. My favorite hobbies are going shopping, eating
at restaurants and decorating my house. I like to know more about what
happens in the world. About the Changes Project: it was wonderful. I think
this project help me a lot. I think I have improved my English. I got
confidence. I had the opportunity to know important people (like when I
went to Boston). I had the opportunity to do presentations. This project
helps other teams to know more about immigrants and how they are
feeling. We know more about welfare, immigration and workplaces. When
I said I never know what will happen in the future about this project but
now I know a lot and the other teams do too. It was interesting because all
were involved. Now American people understand more about the different
cultures.”
Angela, a Mentor Program team researcher, is the mother of two sons and
a daughter. Angela is white and speaks English as her primary language as
well as some Spanish. Angela graduated from Holyoke Community
College in December 1999. She currently works as a counselor for women
trauma survivors and teaches writing classes for the Mentor Program's
Writing Program. "All of those workshops and other various duties that I
did with [the Changes Project] really prepared me for what I have to do on
this job. I would be so nervous and not know what to expect from all of
the seminars that I have to attend, but because of [this experience] I am a
vet. It's been an educational experience that I could have only gotten
through this project."
Erica, a Mentor Program team researcher, is the mother of one son. Erica
graduated from Holyoke Community College and transferred to Mt.
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Holyoke College in 1998. She is bicultural, half Irish and half Puerto
Rican, and speaks English and Spanish. [In the Changes Project] "I was in
a safe environment with people who truly care. I felt this project had a
great cause and would affect me personally. I have learned that I have a
voice! I have inner strength. I can make a positive difference in a person's
life. When I'm around people who care, I strive.”

Relational Knowledge

“If We Work Together We Have the Power”
... Freedom shows itself or comes into being when individuals come
together in a particular way, when they are authentically present to one
another (without masks, pretenses, badges of office), when they have a
project they CNA mutually pursue. When people lack attachments, when
there is no possibility of coming together in a plurality or a community,
when they have not tapped their imaginations, they may think of breaking
free, but they will be unlikely to think of breaking through the structures
of their world and creating something new. ... There must be a coming
together of those who choose themselves as affected and involved. There
must be an opening of a space between them, what Hannah Arendt called
an “in-between” (1958, p. 182), deeper and more significant than merely
practical or worldly interests. (Greene, 1988, pp. 16-17)
In this section on relational knowledge, the Changes Project team members
begin by talking about the ways in which their participation in the project helped them
to feel more connected to their communities, and to the US, and also how it lessened
their stereotypes of others. This sense of greater connection was most profound for the
Changes Project members who were newcomers or newly arrived immigrants. As Min
says.
I know ... how is like working with others, and in working in the
community. You know that if I don’t work in the Changes Project I don’t
know ever about American community and workplace. Real life in
America. I probably might live just at home. School and home, school
and home.
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The lessening of stereotypes is mentioned by all of the team members as well. David
describes it this way.
My thing was ... prejudice against certain people, and it wasn’t people in
general, it was a group of people, like welfare recipients.... It was a
prejudice that I had that I didn’t even know I had it... The whole thing
has turned me around ... It has something to do with getting together with
all these people. (David)
This is knowing that is about relationship - that which occurs within
relationships and social settings. To reiterate, Peter Park terms this type of knowing
“relational.” It is “knowledge which resides in relationships,” and is, in fact,
“relationship as knowledge.” It is knowledge that “has to do with community building”
(Park, 1998). It is knowing that is about how we perceive, value and interact with other,
and “is predicated on connectedness and inclusion. [It is] accomplished essentially
through conversations in which we talk with personal feelings and listen with interest
and supportiveness” (Park, 1993, p. 6).
In the Handbook of Action Research, David Reason and Hilary Bradbury also
describe this type of knowledge and its situatedness within relationship.
[It is] a ‘kind of knowledge one has only from within a social situation, a
group, or an institution, and thus takes into account... the others in the
social situation’ (Shorter, 1993:7, emphasis in original). ... such knowing
is not a thing, to be discovered or created and stored up in journals, but
rather arises in the process of living, in the voices of ordinary people in
conversation. (Reason & Bradbury, p. 23, 2001)
Cathy Collins describes it as, “The process of knowing people through community both
affectively and cognitively” (Collins, p. 3, 2001). It is generated and lives within
community, and is not separate from our interactions with others.
It is a type of knowledge and way of knowing that is related to Nancy
Goldberger’s conception of “connected knowing” (1986). “Separate knowing,” she
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says, is about playing the ‘doubting-game’, approaching something with a critical eye.
Connected knowing, on the other hand, involves a suspension of disbelief, it involves
empathy, and the desire to know from the perspective of the other. As Reason describes
it, “connected knowing starts with an empathic, receptive eye, entering the spirit of
what is offered and seeking to understand from within” (Reason & Bradbury, p. 24,
2001). Jill Tarule questions how the quality of our relationships affects the content of
our knowing. She reiterates the point that, “The primary assertion about
nonfoundational knowledge is that all knowledge is produced and modified in
community and communication,” and questions, therefore, the, “influence of
relationships in this process of constructing knowledge” (Goldberger et al., p. 287,
1996). The type and quality of the knowledge that is constructed, and the process of its
construction, will be determined by the characteristics of one’s relationships. How one
is regarded and responded to, one’s positionality within a community, the values and
goals of that community, and how (or if) one is valued and values others within that
setting, will have a strong influence on what and how knowledge is produced.
The Changes Project team members talk about how - and what - they came to
know through their relationships within the CP community, as well the value of these
relationships themselves. How and what they learned within these relationships is in
turn descriptive of the qualities and characteristics of the relationships and of the CP
community itself.

It is knowledge that is constructed and lived in relationship, it

involves empathy, and it is a type of knowing that is not separate from action. The
more that the team members learned about each other, the stronger the relationships
became and the more we valued each other. At the same time, the more the team
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members learned about the effects of the various issues we were researching on each
others’ lives, the greater the desire became to act in the world to lessen negative effects.
To know is to act. These two are inextricably intertwined in the team members’
descriptions of what and how they came to know within the CP community.

“Every Newcomer Needs Someone”
First, team members talk about the connections they began to establish within
their teams and then within the larger CP community. They describe how the
relationships they formed within the project and the knowledge generated from within
these, resulted in greater sense of connection not just to each other, but to also to their
wider communities, and to life in the United States. They describe how profound this
feeling was.
This was particularly true in the case of the newly arrived immigrants and
newcomers. All of the Changes Project members who were immigrants or newcomers
to the US talked about intense feelings of loneliness, isolation and fear when they first
arrived. For some these feelings lasted for months, for some years. All spoke of how
their participation in the Changes Project helped them to feel connected, and to
overcome these feelings of fear. They moved from feeling separate and alone, to
feeling connected, to feeling a sense of belonging, and to feeling a bigger sense of their
own power to contribute and to act.
As Isabel says, “Every newcomer needs someone.” She talks about her sense of
separation and loneliness when she first arrived in the US. She arrived in the US in
1997, her husband was a student at UMass, and she spent the day alone, “It was a
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“horrible” time... .because I was new in this area, and I don’t know anything, anything
about it. And I feel like oh my goodness what’s that, so I’m so sad, you know. I was
alone” (Isabel).
Part of Isabel’s motivation to begin taking English classes at CNA was to
connect with people, to feel less isolated, to “make friends.” Part of her desire to join
the Changes Project, besides wanting to learn more about the issues, was to feel more
connected with the students at CNA. “[Kate] told us we about interview with the other
students, and I said perfect, perfect, it’s other way to make the connection with them”
(Isabel).
Thanyaluk’s primary motivation to join the Changes Project was also to feel
more connected. This was the most important thing she got out of her participation in
the project, she says.

She came to the US in 1997 with her new American husband.

This was a real time of fear and loneliness for her as well: “When I came here first I am
afraid I am scared. I did not know American people. Because I know only my husband.
I scared” (Thanyaluk).
She was in the States for six months before she started taking classes at CNA. It
was only after she began taking classes that she began to feel more connected and less
afraid. The classes at CNA helped her to improve her English, but the Changes Project
helped her to build relationships. She talks again and again about the importance of the
friends she made on the team, and the relationships she built both on her team as well as
with other students, and with other team members.
I know only English ... work with CNA. ... I did not know David, I did
not know Alex. I did not know every...other team. I did not know the
team from ILI ... Meeting the other people ... all team.... oh I love that.
... When two month passed I loved that because I see many friends. I got
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many friends from my team ... Isabel, Dolores, Caroline, little team is
very good. I loved her very much. And when two get together we
understand each other very much, we understand, we are friend, we look
like sisters, like same family. When we worked together... the team go
well, gone well. And after that when I interview ah students, immigrants,
immigrants same as me. I liked that because we same right? Different
language but we are friends. (Thanyaluk)
Many times throughout her reflections on the project Thanyaluk talks about the value of
forming friendships and getting to know her team members and the other members of
the CP.
I have many many friends. I love that. I enjoyed to work. I have many
idea. Many Ideas .... Enjoy, fun. I have a very good team. Very best.
Good team, good leader, good friend. Dolores, Caroline, Isabel, our team
very nice perfect. . Meeting the other people ...all team....oh I love that.
(Thanyaluk)
Dolores also talks about how the work with the Changes Project helped her feel
more connected - not just to the members of the project - but more comfortable with
“all people”.
I know ... the CP give the opportunity to know more than before because I
learn and I practice and I know and I see more ... different place, different
people, I met people, I think was wonderful. Yes I like it. When I started
with out team, no problem, Thanyaluk and Isabel, they are my classmates,
and we work together with Caroline. But when I met different teams, panic,
you know, I don’t know because it’s my problem. But now when we work I
feel comfortable. This is different with all people. ... (Dolores)
In addition, the project gave her more knowledge about the United States through what
she learned through her relationships in the project, as well as in terms of the issues we
were researching.
Like Thanyaluk from Thailand, American people, from Puerto Rico,
Isabel, you know different... because I think when I started I know
nothing about this country. I know about my country ... but here it is
different. I have to learn about that. (Dolores)
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From the ILI team, Solana also talks about how important the feelings of
connection she developed were to her.
Another reason, why I like, I was feeling like I didn’t talk with anybody
before, I was just at home, waiting for my husband to come, after class, or
after work, and I was alone with the baby, speaking with him and I was
feeling very, very bad. And then I found my friends. I connected so much
with Ileana, because she was feeling alone too, and I don’t know. That
gave me like - if you can’t speak English, if you can’t get a job, if you
can’t do these things, you can’t survive here, so ...
But then when I started project I noticed that it was a lot of people like me,
and I started having friends, and I started feeling better, and I started
having practice in the language, so it was easier for me to learn. (Solana)
There was something powerful in the connection between the personal and the
social in the way the teams functioned. Knowledge of others increased the feeling of
being a part, and a connection to the larger societal issues impacting all of us. This
knowledge was not separate from a desire to act in the world, to act to help to improve
the lives of team members and project participants. There was a feeling of “worth” in
doing good work, important work, in being able to contribute, and at the same time
there was solid support within the team, emotional as well as practical. Solana gives an
example of this.
Maybe was because we, all the members in our team matched, connect so
good, and then ... I like having friends to talk to, to hear advice from
them, for example, Min was leaving her baby in Korea, and we said how
could you do that, leave your son, with your mom, this must be so hard for
you - and I know that being in the research helped her take the decision ‘I’m going back to Korea, I’m going to bring my baby here’. And she told
me — ‘I’m following your advice’. And I don’t know I think the baby has
to be with her mom.
This is an example of how the research team affect other things. It doesn t
have to do anything with the research, but it has to do a lot with our
personal life. ... I was lucky because, all the members of my team - we
were five people, and we were very similar, so we made a very good
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friendship. We were working but we have a good time. So it was a time
for friends and a time for working. (Solana)
The team members talk about how finding connection and friendship within
their teams reduced their overall sense of isolation. In addition, because team members
all had experience of similar dynamics regarding being newcomers and/or immigrants
to the United States there were many things about which they could immediately relate
to each other. Trust was established. The connection with the team members, along
with learning more about relevant and particular issues affecting themselves, and their
classmates within their programs, helped them feel less isolated from life in the United
States. Their English improved concurrently, and they felt that they had greater access
to information and resources they could use to both help themselves and to help others.
These are the factors the team members talk about in terms of their increasing feelings
of comfort in the United States, sense of self-worth, ability to help others, and lessening
sense of isolation.
Min iterates her feelings of isolation when she first arrived in the United States.
She, like Solana, came to the US because her husband was pursuing a degree at UMass.
.. .1 was just a newcomer here. And I have never been to United States. It
is totally different place, different from my country. So I was kind of
watcher outside of the community. I was totally stranger in the United
States ... everything was very new and I was separated from my family,
from my country. (Min, date)
She felt like a “watcher outside of the community.” Over the course of her participation
in the Changes Project, this changed. It changed for a variety of reasons. It changed
because she learned more about the United States, and issues affecting people’s lives
and society here. She learned how to access information and resources, and therefore
how to move more fluidly in society. Her English improved, and her confidence to use
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it in ‘real situations.” She made good friends in the research group, and felt connected
that way. Her self-esteem improved because she had a “good job” here, was
contributing, was learning, and was respected by her family. Her respect for and
valuing of herself therefore increased. Her confidence in her ability to move in a new
career direction increased, and she acted on that desire. Min summarizes these feelings
towards the end of the interview,
You know that if I don’t work in the Changes Project, I don’t know ever
about American community and workplace. Real life in America. I
probably might live just at home. School and home, school and home.
[My husband] is just working at the Laboratory, but I always go out to
meet the people and participating and going to conferences, and I am
doing little bit different things from others. Other wives. Normal wives.
Yeah, and first, I have good friends, especially my team member ... we
can talk, like our personal lives, like difficulty, and sharing that. We built
a good relationship. And have very good confidence with each other. So
we can talk our lives.
[It changed] my position in my family. ... My husband also a chemist. He
is in mind [that] having a job [in] United States is difficult. But for me,
because very proud, for my whole family very proud, because like my
father says oh my daughter is in United States, not just a mother, but
working, especially in research ...
[My husband] complains that ‘you are busier than me’. [He is] happy
[though], I think even though he didn’t talk about that to others because
not a good manner for Korean people to talk about how good things about
wives and husbands. It’s not a good manner. He always keeps quiet about
wives things, but in his subconscious, he might have thought of his wife.
I really improved in my self-esteem. That’s a very great part in
participating in this project.
... I received the picture from the last Changes Project party, with the logo
and the people, and I ...laminated it. And I [will] put it on my wall when I
go back to Korea, because they are ... a concrete example that I can
follow up in my future. They have a different life, they have a different
story, different message, so I think that is good, good. That was very good
community. (Min)

198

As Min says in the first paragraph, the team members could “talk their lives”.
From this they built confidence, trust and relationship. From the relationships grew
strength, a belief in their own power, and inspiration. They inspired each other through
their stories. Together they were able to imagine a better future, and to believe in their
own abilities to work towards it. David Reason writes about the vitality of connecting,
of as he calls it, “making whole”:
To heal means to make whole: we can only understand our world as a
whole if we are part of it; as soon as we attempt to stand outside, we
divide and separate. In contrast, making whole necessarily implies
participation: one characteristic of a participative worldview is that the
individual person is restored to the circle of community and the human
community to the context of the wider natural world. To make whole also
means to make holy: another characteristic of a participatory worldview is
that meaning and mystery are restored to human experience, so that the
world is once again experienced as a sacred place (Reason, 1994:10).
(Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 29)

“I Was Part of the Problem”
Only from the perspective of standing within relationship on common ground
can we imagine a better future and believe that we have the ability to work towards
creating it. As Maxine Greene says, “When people cannot name alternatives, imagine a
better state of things, share with others a project of change, they are likely to remain
anchored or submerged, even as they proudly assert their autonomy.” (1988, p. 9). The
social and the personal are inextricably intertwined. Team members not only learned
about each other in the context of these relationships, and about the issues affecting the
project members and how these are created and reiterated within social systems, but
they learned about themselves as well. Team members talk about personal
transformation - the ways in which they discovered and confronted their own bias and

199

prejudices. They began to see how they were not separate, but a part, in every way, of
the ways in which - in society - we construct and name each other.
While many members of the Changes Project talked over and over again about
how their perceptions of others changed, and specifically, how their stereotypes were
challenged, some said that they didn’t realize they had those stereotypes until they came
face to face with them during the course of the project. David talked often about how
profound this aspect of the project was for him. He attributes this to the how he came to
know the Changes Project members, and to hear their stories, and how this knowing of
others challenged him to look into himself in ways that he hadn’t before. He describes
how this allowed him to see stereotypes and biases he had that he had not been aware of
previously.
You know, there was quite a few things I found out... being on the
Changes Project. I saw a lot of different things I didn’t like about myself
that I didn’t even realize were there. That I didn’t take into consideration
at all. I kind of went right by it like it was just another day. And basically
it made me realize where other people come from with it. You know,
cause, they don’t even realize it, cause I didn’t even realize it. My thing
was ... prejudice against certain people, and it wasn’t people in general, it
was a group of people, like welfare recipients... I was blown away by that
whole part of it. It was a prejudice that I had that I didn’t even know I had
it, because it never really came to a head for me. It wasn’t something I
could pin down. Or it was just like part of the day or something, you
know what I mean?
And then I met these women that you’re working with, and the other
women up at HCC, that are struggling and working hard, like Erica, you
know what I mean, and you just - it amazes me that I could just blanket it
straight across the board that it’s one way. And me of all to people to be
that way was what floored me. (David)
“It was just part of the day” - in other words, it was invisible because it is a
prejudice that is so commonly held. It wasn’t until he knew people, people that he
cared for, that had been adversely affected by the stereotype that it became visible as a
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stereotype. When he was able to see it, then he was able to perceive it inside himself as
well, reflected in his own beliefs. Naming it, he was able to see it, seeing it, he was able
to begin moving beyond it. He talks more about this later in this section.
Others in the project said that they knew they had prejudices, but still had never
thought to challenge them, as what they saw around them only reinforced their beliefs.
Solana articulates her experience in this next quote.
I was talking with a friend - and I told her that the laws are made in
general, and I learned in this research that every case is different. And it’s
not easy for a person who doesn’t know how to read to get out of the
welfare. And it’s not easy for a person who has his family here to go back
to their homeland because of immigration. So every case is different, and
I learned that. And I had that stereotype about Welfare.
Everything I heard about Welfare was always that kind of people,
especially Puerto Ricans, have everything, and they don’t work, they just
lay down and have kids and the more kids they have, the more money they
receive. And I used to believe that, and after the project I saw different
faces. And like immigration, a lot of people must think, oh, those
immigrants who come here to take our jobs and ... to steal our ... and to
bring drugs - for example in Columbia, all you hear about is drugs - but
the people who manage the drugs in our environment are ... less than one
percent. (Solana)
Angela also reflects on what she learned about herself through her relationships
with others. She discovered she was a lot more judgmental than she had realized she
was, and shocked herself to discover vestiges of racism as well.
I’m a lot more judgmental than I ever thought I was, and being there
[working with the Mentor Program] taught me that, and the Changes
Project did too. But even the Mentor Program, I realized I was
judgmental, and even racist, and I have Puerto Rican and black kids of my
own. You know what I mean? So it’s like who the hell am I? I found
myself saying things that were so stereotypical, all the time, like, I guess I
can relate to you because I know that Puerto Ricans do this better than
they do that, you know ... (Angela)
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Isabel describes what she learned from the other team members, as well as from
the outside participants in the research. Hearing the stories, she too began to challenge
stereotypes.
I learned a lot from everybody. The stories were excellent. Yeah, from
Read Write Now. Wow. I got in shock. Because when I was in Puerto
Rico, I have like, not prejudice [but] a certain idea, about welfare ... And
when I heard the story I can understand more about why those people have
to do things I never imagined. So, I can understand more the problems
from some people. (Isabel)
David talks at greater length about the ways he changed during the course of the
project through his relationships with the other team members.
This has turned me around. The whole thing has turned me around. It’s
made me really not take people at face value. I go a little bit further than I
used to. I listen a little bit better than I used to. Since this project. Since
the Changes Project. This Changes project has changed me totally. (I ask,
“This project? Not the classism and racism work you also did at
UMass?”) No, this project. The classism racism didn’t change me at all.
It has something to do with getting together with all these people. You
know, and seeing different people in different situations. And then seeing
- you know - thinking in one way, and then finding out what their
struggles are - and how much more difficult they have it than I do. And
see how unbelievable - these people amaze me - that they get up and do
everything they do every day. By themselves, you know? To do all this
with kids, and - the whole nine yards. I think it’s amazing. And they’re
brilliant.
I’ve gotten a lot of... it’s amazing how much I’ve looked at myself
because of this project.. I truly have - in all aspects of my life. It’s
renewed me in some ways. It’s made me look at myself, and not be too
happy about it, but it’s amazing what people can do. [And] It’s painful to
see that nasty side of myself that I didn’t know I had. (David)
Isabel talks in a similar vein. She again reflects on discovering the stereotypes
she didn’t know she held, and how her perceptions changed.
I think [the CP] affect me positively because now I understand more social
issues ... to understand more the community more social issues, to
understand my ex-classmates, because I’m working with them, so I feel
also when I start to work at CNA, I feel like the commitment to
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understand more the people there, so the Changes Project helped me to do
that to, to change my mind, like stereotypes. CNA and the CP both
changed my mind a lot.
She continues, talking about the hidden and insidious aspects of bias and prejudice.
You know. I’m a good girl, but inside my mind, I think, that person, I
don’t like him, because probably ... in Puerto Rico ... we have the
stereotype with the Immigrants. We don’t have a lot of immigrant people
like here, but we have immigrant from Dominican Republic, and we
always said, oh no, those people are blah blah blah blah blah, you know,
so, and we make jokes from them ... but when I came here, I have friends
from the Dominican Republic, she’s so good, and her husband too, you
know, and from other countries, they are immigrants here.
And at the beginning, I feel like an immigrant, too. So, I say, no it’s not
fair (Isabel is getting teary) It’s sad. Like I said, I’m neutral, and in Puerto
Rico I was neutral, but here, I understand the people, and I want to help in
some way. So. I say, no, change your mind. And sometimes my husband
makes jokes ... from other people, you know, and I say, ah no please, and
I nag him, and he say, oh Isabel, please, it’s a just a joke. But I realize I
changed a lot.
Isabel begins to analyze why this might be so, and her analysis is very honest
and very astute.
Probably because in Puerto Rico I have the power. I was in my country,
and so here, it’s different. You have to deal with, to interact with, many
people from different culture, different backgrounds, different problems.
It’s not a race. It’s not the same thing. Like in Puerto Rico - everybody is
Puerto Rican. You don’t have to deal with immigration, or your
neighbors, or your ... you don’t have to deal with those issues. And
welfare, no. Yeah, we have a lot of people who are in welfare, but not
around me. So I never deal with those issues, and changing workplace,
no. My mother has a master’s degree, my father has a bachelor’s.
Everybody is in college around me, so I say, it doesn’t matter for me, I
don’t care.
Coming to the United States, her position was different, and she was in a much more
diverse setting. She was an outsider in some ways, and around her were people from
many walks of life. She got to know them through the Changes Project and through her
interactions at CNA. She begins to see herself as part of “the problem” too.
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So, when I get here, I saw many many different issues, and problems, and
probably I was part of the problem, because I was adult learner too (I ask,
“What problem?”). Ah, the Changes Project is about what problems, I
mean how the three issues affect adult learners, so I was an adult learner, I
took English classes, so I was part of the adult learners in this country too.
(I inteiject again, “But adult learners are not a problem ”) But I was part of
the issues. Those reforms probably affect me too. In some ways.
Then she talks about how she was on welfare when she first arrived - which is a
difficult admission for her.
Maybe, I was on welfare too, when I first came here, so Welfare Reform
probably affect me too. Now, I’m not on welfare, but when I first came
here, yes. And I never know if I have to get on welfare again, someday.
You never know. And I was adult learner. In welfare. And I said
probably I have to deal with these issues someday, or now. So, I said,
okay. I am part of the problem. Not a problem for the bad part, but of the
issues. So, I am a part of the issues. I feel that. ... Everybody is a part of
the problem. But I never think about that before. I think about MY
PROBLEMS. So, I said, probably I am part of the problem. (Isabel)
As Isabel describes it, she felt she moved from a focus on her specific
“problems,” to larger issues that affect those she knew and saw around her. She realizes
that although she had felt separate from those issues, and from ‘those people’ who are
affected by them, she was not. She was affected too. She moved from a position of
distance, of separation - a place from which stereotyping is possible - to a place of
connection, and then of ownership.
One of the qualities of the Changes Project that allowed us to confront bias,
prejudice and stereotypes was the quality of the public space we created. We created a
space in which we, an extremely diverse group of people, came together to hear each
other’s stories. It was a nonjudgmental space, or spaces - the team meetings, the large
group gatherings. We were not judgmental of each other, although we extended a pretty
harsh critique towards the various policies and legislation and societal structures that
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had had such a negative effect on the members of our project, that had served to
marginalize (and/or further marginalize) team members and research participants. In
the space we created, however, in which we heard each other’s stories, in this space, we
suspended judgment. As Angela says,
The fun parts, just getting together - the analysis fests were the best, of
course, because it was just us ... and there was nobody public in front of
us, we weren’t being analyzed, we were doing the analyzing. So those
were the best. The people were awesome. I loved it. (Angela)
We created, perhaps, the type of communal ground in which we could, encounter, “the
familiar heart of the stranger” (Cynthia Ozick in Greene, 1995, p. 37), and in doing this,
the stranger became known, became colleague, became friend, became self.
Maxine Greene has written a great deal about the importance of creating this
type of space. It is an essential step in beginning to work collectively towards a more
just world, and in order to truly have democracy, she says. She also believes that
personal “liberation” is inseparable from living and working within community. As she
articulates it, “Personal liberation is intertwined with social involvement and concern.”
(Greene, 1988. p. 22) She also often talks about “imagination” and the value of being
able to imagine a better future. No work towards a more just world can occur without
us first being able to imagine something different, something better. She has this to say
about morality, imagination, and the ways we know each other:
What, after all, is the relation between imagination and the moral life? ... I
try to connect it, for example, to a kind of face-to-face morality—the
morality that finds expression in coming towards another person, looking
her or him in the eyes, gazing, not simply glancing. It finds expression in
one person communicating to another that she/he does not need to know
that other's credentials or the particulars of the other's identity. It is a
matter of affirming that one person is there for the other, looking her/him
in the face, answering the situation's demand. It may be empathy that
makes such an encounter conceivable, the ability to cross a distance and
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be with another person, to imagine, as Cynthia Ozick has written, "the
familiar heart of the stranger. (Maxine Greene, 1995, p. 37)
It was the type of community and communal space we had that affected how we knew
each other and the types of knowledge we generated. We were able to see each other
not as other, but as our. One of the ways we know each other is through story, and story
involves both telling as well as hearing.
Listening is integrally tied to relational knowing. We cannot know others unless
we know how to listen to them, with attention and with interest. In this sense listening
is not just about listening to words and to stories, but listening with a wider awareness,
with a reaching out and taking in of other. We are listening to words, but also to
actions, and expressions, the quality of feeling and person behind the words and the
stories. Listening is auditory, but also visual and sensual. What gives words meaning is
not just intonation, but expression, feeling, the dynamics of the relationship(s) in which
they are spoken, and how they are heard or not heard. We hear the story, and we also
hear the context of the story. We hear a person, and we also hear how that person is
situated in the world. Listening is one of the key acts in fostering, incubating, and
facilitating knowing in relationship. David talks about how his listening changed as a
result of his work in the project.
I allow people to talk a little bit more. But the quality of my listening is
better. I’m starting to hear what they’re staying instead of just hearing it,
you know? You can ask a question... and the interviewing helped me
with that. (David)
We knew each other better, and differently, and this began to affect how we viewed
people in our larger communities as well. Min comments on this:
...after participating Changes Project it is not just meeting the people,
trying to know whether he is a good for my interview, [but] to try to
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understand more their life, not just knowing people but also knowing their
life. So different, my attitude, my viewing of people was so different.
(Min)

“I Want to Do Something”
David talks about how he is now more aware of various types of people around
him, in the workplace and elsewhere. He talks not only about his expanded awareness,
but how this awareness, and greater knowledge of how various issues affect people,
increased his desire to “help”.
I have found through this, which was amazing to me, that I was working
with people that were illiterate that I didn’t know were illiterate until I
kind of fine- tuned that part of my life. And that’s a very hard thing, to
notice and not know how to say something to try to help. (David)
In fact, all of the team members, without exception, described how the knowledge they
constructed within and between each other was always connected to the desire to act.
The more they knew about each other, the more they valued each other, the more the
ways in which the larger issues affected the team members became clear, the more this
awareness extended to the team members’ wider communities, the more committed they
became to wanting to act to create a better future.
David describes a situation in which he was able to “help” a woman in his
workplace who did not read and write. He helped her to get her driver’s license (she
had tried four times before and failed), accompanied her to the testing center, made sure
she had someone to read the test for her - and she passed. He says he wouldn’t have
“picked up on” the issues facing her before the project.
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Not that I wouldn’t have done it for somebody but I wouldn’t have
thought of it because I wouldn’t have picked up on it. And I don’t know
why I wouldn’t have, but that’s some of the things that’s happened to me.
I’ve become a little more aware, and a little more aware that I can do
something. Maybe that’s what it is? Or the feeling I want to do more
about it. I can’t pinpoint it. ... I think a lot of this is just a little bit of help
from somebody. I think 90% of people, well, the group that I got to know,
all they need is somebody to be supportive, somewhere along the line.
Give them a little respect back, and they’ll be able to do anything. You
know? Give them their due that they can do this. People that can’t read,
people that ... All of our teams. All they needed was a little support, or
someone to care enough to ask, someone to give just a little helping hand.
... I just think there’s gotta be something I can do. I gotta figure out how
to be - a stepping stone for somebody maybe.
I think what [the Changes Project] changed for me was to put a different
face to a thought. To get to know these people. All the people I worked
with basically. All had a caring way about them. They all were looking to
help in some way. I think that’s what made it so rich for me. We had this
like 45 people at some point, or thereabouts, at the summer one [Analysis
Fest] and we became a family by the end of it. It was like oh this is such
hideous work. But I’m working with someone that’s working with me
instead. I find a lot of that. I guess that’s what the quality part of it was.
It was a team effort ... the nice part of it was that you had five different
sites going at it all working for the right thing. You know? (David)
Again, I would like to quote Maxine Greene, as she is so concerned, and so
articulate about, the value of these types of spaces as sites of responsible, humane
action.
[I have been] struggling to connect the undertaking of education ... to the
making and remaking of a public space, a space of dialogue and
possibility. All this has meant a continuing effort to attend to many
voices, many languages, often ones submerged in cultures of silence or
overwhelmed by official declamation, technical talks, media formulations
of the so-called ‘true’ and the so-called ‘real’. The aim is to find (or
create) an authentic public space, that is, one in which diverse human
beings can appear before one another as, to quote Hannah Arendt, ‘the
best they know how to be.’ Such a space requires the provision of
opportunities for the articulations of multiple perspectives in multiple
idioms, out of which something common can be brought into being. ... In
contexts of this kind, open contexts where persons attend to one another
with interest, regard, and care, there is a place for the appearance of

208

freedom, the achievement of freedom by people in search of themselves.
(Greene, 1988, p. xi)
Freedom, to Maxine Greene, is not in separation, but in involvement,
commitment and connection. Freedom is with, not from. Our connections with others
in spaces where we can be, “the best [we] know how to be,” where we can articulate
ourselves, be heard, and hear others, are the places from which we generate ways of
knowing that are about valuing each other, that are about imaging better futures, and
that are absolutely inseparable from action - inseparable from what Maxine Greene
calls, “the achievement of freedom.”
Angela talks about how knowing participants in the Changes Project influenced
her goals for the future. In this case, she is talking specifically about what she learned
about issues affecting immigrants from hearing the stories of Changes Project
participants, and from working closely with team members who were affected by the
issues. This wasn’t simply a cognitive learning for Angela. It was a felt connection, a
felt knowing. This type of knowing is tied to empathy. For both Angela as well as
David (above), and Vicki and Kelly, and Solana, and Isabel, and Dolores and
Thanyaluk, and Erica - and for all of the team members - empathic knowing is tied to a
desire to do, to act, to support, to help. It, like critical knowledge, is not an individual
knowing. While critical knowledge cannot be divorced from analysis of social
structures, relational knowing cannot be divorced from the interpersonal. Critical
knowing involves analysis, critique, action and reflection, in and of the social realm.
Relational knowing involves opening, listening, acting, feeling, and reflecting in the
interpersonal realm. The separation between the two is not absolute.
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Let me just go back, what you just said, it’s just, the whole immigration
thing, it does, it makes me want to seek out and either get other people to
see the light, or do something to help those individuals, that I met with,
and everyone like them. So if a job was offered in a place like that, I
would take it, put it that way, I would leave what I’m doing now, which is
something that I never thought of doing before. So I guess it has kind of
changed the direction I might go in. ... I guess one of the biggest things
that I’ve learned is from the Immigration. I’ve dealt with people who are
illiterate before in my life, so people with basic reading skills, I never
thought they were dumb - like a lot of the ways people think - because
I’ve had personal experiences with people, growing up ... I would never
have chose immigration if I never worked with the Changes Project,
though advocating and things like that is what I wanted to do.
(Angela)
Thanyaluk also articulates this — the importance of the relationships she formed
both with team members as well as with outside research participants, and what she
learned from them. She says the most valuable part of the project to her was to get to
know other people, to learn about their histories. From this, she not only felt she
wanted to “help” others, but that she could,
Meeting other people. I love that. I get new things from this team, get
new things from [the interviews] ... ideas. [In the interviews, I say] tell
me about something how to do or what happened new to you or tell me
about the life in the United States. Different different not same. ... I
interview [people from many different countries from all over the world]
... .different world... .different idea. I like that. Because let me know
...ok...different from Thailand. Their life before they came to United
States...why they came to United States? Why you want to stay United
States? If you stay, how do you make your life good? ...
Good for people. Help for people. If I can help, I can. I love this
program... I can help, give advice, give help. If project come back again 1
want to help... help them to know how to ... new life... how to do but new
immigrants ... come back how to do ... how to start new life in United
States? Give advice, this way you can do this, this way you can do to help
After we interview [the interviewees], we are now friends. [So and so] or
everybody ah. ..after they finish from CNA, they call back to work or
somewhere. We still friends. (Thanyaluk) (the change of names in the
brackets is mine, to protect the privacy of the interviewees)
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Part of Thanyaluk’s desire to help was motivated by her own history. She felt
frightened and alone when she first came to the United States (as she describes earlier).
Meeting others who felt the same way she did made her feel both less alone, as well as a
desire to help them to make a better life in the United States. In addition, she heard
their stories in the context of the Changes Project, in which we were researching
information and developing skills related to the issues affecting team members and
participants - in this case. Immigration Reform. She had access to information that
could help those with whom she worked, and had the support to develop the skills and
confidence necessary to lend assistance (she knew how to access information, what
information was important, and what types of support was available).
Dolores also spoke about the desire to extend support to others. The desire to
“help” arose partly because she could connect with the experiences and feelings - of
fear and isolation - of those with whom she worked. She had been able to move
beyond those feelings through the course of the CP, and she wanted to help others to do
the same.
[Interviewing] is very interesting, it’s something new about other people. I
know different thinking, different feeling about people. I learn more than
I know. Do you know? For example, I know more immigration problems
than before. Yes, I like this. That is because I am immigrant. And I feel
better because now I know more for example about immigration.
Also for help people like me because I afraid all. This is my big problem.
All the time I say I can’t, I can’t, but I like it very much this project. I
like it because I learn about that and I can help other people to learn more
about this kind of project. ... Yes, especially Spanish people who can’t
speak English. I have the opportunity to explain. (Dolores)
Angela, on the other hand (above) who was not directly affected by issues
related to immigration and Immigration Reform, was also motivated to offer her support
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once she learned about how the issues were affecting other project members and
participants. Isabel felt similarly, as she expresses here:
...I want to do something, I want to help my ex-classmates too, for many,
many reasons, for personal, and for them, you know, because I saw many
problems in my classmates’ lives. Like, for example, they are immigrants,
they are newcomers here, probably I had advantage, because I am citizen,
my own problem is my English language, just that. But for them, they
have many many problems, because they aren’t citizen, they don’t receive
benefits and everything, so I say, okay, probably here ... because I see how
they works, because they work with you as a student, and you as a family.
So, I like it. So I say okay, anyway, probably I can help. And I want to
help them, and I want to try. And now I’m doing it. (Isabel)
As Concha-Delgado Gaitan says in Protean Literacies, power is something that
we create and discover through collective reflection and action.
I maintain that power is not a tangible commodity to be given or withheld
from someone. Empowerment is a process of unfolding ones potential
through collective reflection and continuous dialogue where differences
give way to mutual purposes and directions - thus transforming lives.
(1996, p. 11)
In the Changes Project community we had a mutual purpose, we had a space in which
we could learn about each other’s lives, and we had time for collective reflection on
how our stories were inter-related with the issues we were researching. We saw how
our personal lives connected to the social. Reflecting on the obstacles faced by team
members and participants, we were able to imagine a world in which those obstacles
were removed. Imagining it, we were able to work towards it.
Seeing the interconnections between the various issues - and their origins in
oppressive structures that historically have marginalized certain groups - the separations
began to fall away, between each other, and from the issues.

Our community was a

source of power - the connections, the ability to move from “I” in isolation to us, and
the collective desire and felt ability to act. Team members talk about beginning to feel

212

themselves a part and a participant in society, not object but subject, capable of moving
towards a collective vision of a better future. Issues related to inequity and injustice
become “our” issues, not “yours,” or “mine alone.”
Again, Maxine Greene has written at length about this process. As she
articulates in an interview with William Ayers:
So much of the bewildering ennui of modem life is built upon our
isolation from one another. We blame ourselves. After all, we are said to
be free, we are told that we are a nation of communities, we see all around
us the rigging and the decorations of democracy.
There is a deep sense of alienation, of powerlessness, of a loss of any
normal human agency, and an accompanying language of victimization
and determinism. Overwhelmingly, there is a sense of immutability, of
permanence. Crime, crummy schools—these are simply there, God-given
and unchangeable. An attitude of alienation, abandonment, and
atomization descends and permeates our relationships. ...
The enduring loneliness is propelled in some measure by the official
insistence that democracy is a text already written—it is the flag; it is the
vote. Never mind the Tweedledee- Tweedledum sameness of the
Republicrats; never mind the millions of dollars required to hold office;
never mind the alienation of most people from meaningful public life. Our
democracy is good; your problems are personal.
To think of democracy as participatory, to think of people actually making
the decisions that affect our lives, is to notice that while we experience our
problems as personal—we can't find adequate child care, perhaps, or our
child is not learning as she should in school, or the options for our aging
parents are inadequate—they are, indeed, social. It is to move from me to
us, from loneliness to society. It is to move in a different direction.
In teaching, I suppose I want to communicate that. I feel successful if I can
make it possible for students to come upon ways of being they have not
thought of before. Part of that demands an activation of imagination; part,
a refusal to screen the self off from the world. None of us is separate and
autonomous; none of us can possibly be an "island" in John Donne's sense.
We are, like or not, part of a "main" our imagination can bring into being.
(Ayers, 1995, p. 323)
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Certainly, the participants in the Changes Project began to see themselves as
part of the “main.” Again, it was through getting to know each other, in the context of
the relationships we built within the project, in the spirit of connection, that we were
able to first feel, and then see, the larger web of structures existent in society and the
ways in which they were affecting us, the ways in which we were all a part of this web.
We saw this first through knowing each other and being able to hear, feel and empathize
with each other as people, and then as people with histories situated within a particular
time and place, affected by and - most importantly - creating of the society in which we
are a part. Angela once more articulates the power of these relationships and
connections.
The people that I met. I’ve said it over and over again about the
immigration thing ... I’ve just learned so much about that. I didn’t even
realize they’ve been through so much. And now I can appreciate that.
Before it was like, well, what the hell, it’s not like we got enough money
in this country anyway da da da da da and now it’s like how dare me. You
know what I mean? .... You can never tell me something and have me
relate to it unless I’ve seen it, or dealt with it, myself. ... It sucks,
though... (Angela)
Dolores sums it up this way: “[It’s] to do with people. Thanyaluk all the time say ... if
we work together we have the power” (Dolores).
Challenging their own biases and stereotypes was a profound and eye-opening
experience for many of the CP members. At the same time, helping to challenge
stereotypes held by others was also a powerful experience.
One of the things that I really liked about it was that people meeting with
myself, and others like me, changed their minds about what they thought
about people like us [welfare recipients]. We were always stereotyped,
and then they met with us, and we’ve made a difference. There was one
person who, he’s talked about it plenty of times, about how he thought
welfare recipients are this, are that, and he met with us and now he doesn’t
feel like that anymore, so it’s like, that was real cool. And so the same
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thing the immigration people did for me, we did for him. ... I met people
there that I really care for. (Angela)
Some team members had never spoken out before about the ways in which bias,
prejudice and stereotype had affected them. Some had never spoken publicly (outside
of their families) about particular aspects of their histories - aspects that either they felt
ashamed of, or felt would not be understood, or that would only serve to reinforce
others’ stereotypes of them. Hearing others tell their stories, and witnessing the
acceptance with which they were received, built each member’s confidence to tell her
own.
The shame that is often bred from silence and the felt need to keep secrets (for
the sake of self preservation) dissipated with each telling. Team members connected
their experiences to those of others’ and began also to see how they are iterated and
reiterated in society and social structures. They began wanting, more and more, to play
a part. They wanted to effect these structures, to create a society that is also about who
they are, that is constructed of - and values - their knowledge and ways of knowing - in
other words, a more pluralistic and more just society.
Solana reflects on some of these themes in a description of one of her
experiences talking publicly about “her story.” First Solana talks about the how the
team began working locally, at DLI, and how Solana’s telling of her own story had the
power to help others to overcome their own fears.
We used to go to the classrooms, and talk to the people and explain them
how was the project, and maybe there was a thing that could help them in
the future. And I feel good that a lot of people want to participate. But
when we got to the issue of immigration, they were like I don’t want to
talk about this, I - feel scared about this - so we have to think about an
idea, how to make them talk about the issues, without make them feel
scared. So we thought that if we read a real story that it was going to
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make them talk about the issues. Actually, we used my story, with another
name and everything. And it helps to think to the people, okay, if she’s
going through this, 1 can say I’m going through that too. And we found
two cases very similar like mine .... I felt bad to know that there is a lot of
people who have a difficult time, it makes me feel like encouraged? To do
something about that. (Solana)
She then relates how telling her story publicly made her feel she could “do something”
on a different level by helping others who had not had her experiences to expand their
range of knowing, and perhaps to challenge their own perceptions and biases.
I liked a lot (the Analysis Fests). I was feeling good to show the other
teams the results of our research, to show the other teams that we found
that problems in English and personally I was feeling good because I was
showing my case, and a lot of cases like mine. ... Maybe something like
that shocked me a lot - was when we read my story -1 mean it was under
another name and everything. But I was reading the story and I start
feeling like, oh I’m gonna tell. I’m gonna tell, and then I start looking at
the people, and they were like this can’t be happening, this is not fair.
People didn’t know those things were happening to a lot of people here,
and when I was able to like talk about my situation and let people know
how I felt, it make me feel like at least they know something new.
(Solana)
Dolores talks with great feeling about how much the stereotypes about welfare
recipients and immigrants have hurt her, especially those about immigrants (particularly
those from Latin America) being lazy, and not wanting to work hard or learn. This is
exactly the opposite of the reality for herself and her family and for many of the people
she knows, for whom welfare is a last resort. Many of the people Dolores knows
choose not to go on welfare even when they could surely use it. She talks about how
the people she knows work hard - including herself and her husband, who often hold
down two and three jobs apiece. She talks about how much value her family has always
placed on education. She remembers her father, who kept studying and wanting to learn
past the age of 70. She gives the example of her sister who is living in ‘a dangerous
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area’ in New York City, working really hard to put her two children through school, and
not accepting welfare. Through Dolores’s reflections, we see again how dehumanizing
and painful stereotypes are.
What stands out in Dolores’s mind is the surprise others often had when their
team talked about immigration issues. She talks first about the response of CP
members, and then audience responses when we presented at various conferences and
workshops.
Some people I saw some face surprise when we say something about
immigration. Like David. Do you remember? Wow. Something very
interesting.
Because I think now the people know and maybe some person maybe have
a different stereotype. Like they say for Latin American, we are very lazy
... we ... they say ... we don’t like to study, to learn. But maybe when the
people know, [they] change [their thinking].
I think now the other thing I like about it when we give [presentation] the
people learn too. Because I surprise because I saw surprise when we talk
to the people when we did presentation. People who like a teacher or ...
[politician], (Dolores)
Helping others to challenge stereotypes, those specifically in positions of power,
those who make decisions that affect us, is a potent experience. Particularly when those
stereotypes have been destructive to you and to those you know and love. That Dolores
had the confidence to do this, from an initial position of such fear and feelings of
isolation, has much to do with what she has already said so well, “if we work together,
we have the power.” In the Changes Project, our communal space was pluralistic,
diverse, and built and respect, empathy and common purpose. The ways of knowing
and the knowledge we generated within this space, this community, was the basis for
our action and the source of our power.
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As Angela says, “that’s where it’s at, right there”:
It is a great learning experience. You learn so much from stuff like that.
It’s making a difference. It’s not only giving you. It’s just a learning
experience. It’s just the greatest learning experience you can have. One
other thing I remember too is that I was working with people who are at
all levels, I hate to say it like that, but there were those who were still on
welfare, like myself, there were those who couldn’t read and write, those
who were college professors, those who were janitors, and we were there,
we all seen eye to eye, none of that existed. So that’s another thing.
That’s another way of opening somebody up, so I would say, basically,
because it’s the best learning experience you can have. It’s not just a
learning experience in terms of knowledge and information, it’s a life
experience. And that’s where it’s at right there. (Angela)

Reflective Knowledge

“Where Are People Like Me?”
Learning, and learning how to learn, gives us freedom from oppression
Meaning, and controlling meaning, is the key to oppression. ... we must
learn to compose our own scripts of meaning. ... A free society needs
freedom of inquiry in all its institutions and common rooms. (Maxine
Greene, 1988, p. x)
Erica, reflecting on her work with the Changes Project, said, “it made me more
politically aware.” This awareness developed through her interactions within her team,
and with other CP team members, and through her experiences in trying to effect
change in a larger arena - speaking out about the effects of the issues and the types of
responses she encountered while doing this. In the previous section, on relational
knowledge, the team members talk about how, through their interactions with each
other, they began to challenge their own stereotypes and biases. They learned about
how the issues affected each other, and about each other’s lives and perspectives. As
the relationships and connections deepened, so did the learning. It was a felt and
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empathic learning, not just cognitive. This growing awareness and connection led to a
desire to want to act, to help and to support each other, to make changes, to make things
better.
In this section, on reflective knowledge, team members talk about how, as they
begin to act, they gain a greater awareness of the ways in which power is maintained
and distributed in society. They begin to clearly articulate their perceptions about what
they observe and experience - the means by which certain groups and their ways of
knowing are valued, while others are not. They begin to see their own positionalities
within this. They begin to challenge the perceptions and processes that have historically
shut them out, marginalized them. Their awareness and their analyses become
increasingly critical. The structural nature of inequity becomes clearer. The more
critically aware they become of the processes through which injustice is perpetuated,
the more they want to challenge it. The more they do so, the stronger and more
powerful they feel. They describe this process, and the ways in which their changing
perceptions of the world and their actions in it change their perceptions of their
identities, and their futures.
As Maxine Greene says, “It is, actually, in the process of effecting
transformations that the human self is created and re-created” (1988, p. 21). Walker
Gibson puts it this way, “We are all made up of all the selves we act out, all day long
and every day” (p. 17). Our interactions affect our perceptions - and through collective
reflection - our analyses and our actions and our identities. It is an iterative process,
continuous and cyclical. The participants move to an increasingly meta-cognitive level
in their reflections, stepping outside of themselves and looking back in. From this
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perspective, they see this is where I am positioned as being - and, that it is an active
process - the act of positioning. Now they want to be actors in the process, consciously
and conscientiously, no longer simply subjects to it, or objects of it.
Again, I am following the framework of Peter Park’s epistemology in calling
this type of knowing “reflective knowledge” (1998). It’s foundation is Freire’s “critical
consciousness,” or as Freire has said, the critical awareness that occurs when a person,
“not as a recipient but as a knowing subject, reaches a deeper awareness both of the
socio-cultural reality on which his life is built and of his ability to transform that
reality” (Freire, 1970, p. 27). It is the cycle of “action-reflection through which both
consciousness and conscience develop” (Park, 1993, p. 8). Park’s “reflective
knowledge,” as described by Gilly, is “... about understanding and acting together on
the ethical and moral responsibilities individuals share in many aspects of their lives”
(2003, p. 77). It is knowledge that is born from collective reflection and action, from
people acting together to address a social problem that affects them. It is not just
critical analysis, but it is analysis that is tied to action - it comes from action and it
leads to action. It is a type of knowing that is connected to notions of what is “right and
just” (Park, 1993). It is simultaneously a cognitive analytical knowing and an embodied
collective acting for transformation. It is head not divorced from heart. Collective
reflection is the thread that connects and informs.
Cunningham talks about these connections, the connections between the
personal and the social, and between felt and lived reality, reflection and critique,
action, and transformation.
I believe you cannot have one without the other [personal transformation
and social]. Transformational education must be contextualized. If such
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learning requires one to be critically reflective about one's environment
and the social relationships that it produces, then it is important to
recognize the dialectical relationships between personal and social
transformation. Freire says that reflection without action is wishful
thinking. Critical consciousness facilitates analysis of problems within
their context for the purpose of enabling people together to transform their
reality rather than merely understand it or adapt to it with less discomfort.
The educational agenda is to critique the intellectual content as it relates to
our own social situation and to the power relationships we experience
daily. If one does this, then socially constructed inequities are the agenda,
not the definition of some internal psychological state. We cannot ignore
race, gender, social class, or ethnic origins as if they do not exist. This is
our reality and we must critique it, challenge it and change it. This also
means that action is a part of learning. When we try to change things we
expose the bases of power in our society which profit from existing social
constructions. In doing so, we experience personal transformation.
(Cunningham, 1993, pp. 5-6)
The comments and experiences of the team members in this section reflect these
connections between personal and social transformation, between feeling and analysis,
and between collective reflection and action.

“It Started Making Me Realize How Politics Work”
Erica describes a pivotal experience she had during the course of the Changes
Project. It was the experience that brought into sharp focus the means by which the
power and position of certain groups is perpetuated while that of other groups is not.
She becomes painfully aware of both the overt and blatant nature of this process as well
as its subtleties, its insidiousness, and too often, its invisibility. She begins her
description by reflecting on her past.
...when I grew up, in the environment I grew up in, politics was the last
thing on my mind. As far as looking at the daytime TV, who was running
for President, who was running for this, who was running for office, to me
that was the upper class ... people that looked at things like that. And I
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mean ... I know, because I grew up in that environment and I know that
most of the people who live in that environment, who are young, young
teenagers, or young parents, single parents, they don’t look at that stuff
either. They really don’t. That’s for other people who know stuff, you
know?” (Erica) [underline added]
“That’s for other people who know stuff.” The societal hierarchy of knowledge
is internalized (Hurtado, Goldberger; Freire; hooks; Delpit; Gee; Park; Giroux &
Aronowitz). There are those who Know, and those who Don’t Know. There are those
whose knowledge is heard and responded to in the realms where legal and political
decisions affecting society are made, and there are those whose knowledge is not. The
knowledge that is heard in those realms is the knowledge that counts, in a very real
sense. Other types of knowledge therefore have less value, not just in the minds of the
policy-makers, but in the minds of those who are not a part of making policy decisions.
Some knowledge is better than other knowledge.
Erica’s experiences during the course of the Changes Project led her to reflect
more and more on these dynamics. She had firsthand experience with the ways in
which the valuing of knowledge is reinforced and reiterated in practice. She saw (and
felt) how practices perpetuate the hegemony of certain types of knowing -and particular
discourses - while simultaneously marginalizing others. These experiences were
painful, but they propelled Erica into an increasingly critical awareness of how power
dynamics play out in our society. She attributes these experiences to what led her to, as
she describes it, “become politically aware.”
The first of these was her attendance at a national conference on Welfare
Reform. She was a member of a panel discussion. It was the first time she had
participated in a conference, much less a national conference, and she was both nervous
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and excited. The experience did not end up being what she had imagined, however, and
she returned home angry, frustrated and disillusioned. During the course of the
conference she realized that she was the only welfare recipient in attendance, though the
conference was on the effects of Welfare Reform on welfare recipients.
I spoke at the national conference about the Changes Project... and I
remember going home and being so upset. You know, where were the
people who ... it was only these middle class ... the panels were full of...
there was no one. Then when I realized I was the only Welfare Recipient
on any of the panels, you know, I started realizing certain things. Then I
started feeling like I was a token, like I was this token person.
I really felt it. [And then I realized that] [the professor who has written a
great deal on Welfare Reform and its effects] was on her own panel. I was
on a different panel. She was a professor. She published a book, you
know, and I’m just a Welfare Recipient. And it wasn’t treated in the same
way as the other ones were. You know. I felt it. (Erica)
Here was a conference organized and attended by people who would consider
themselves to be liberal, and open-minded, actively opposed to injustice, and allies of
“the oppressed.” Yet, even in this group. Erica was marginalized. The “valid,
legitimate” knowledge holder, the professor who had published a book, was on one
panel, Erica on another. The professor was a member of the right discourse community.
Erica was not. Erica’s presence was desired, because she was the “voice of the
oppressed,” but her voice was not solicited. Her presence yes, but not her voice. The
message is clear - she is Other. Other is always only a representation of, never actually
real. Certainly, Erica’s knowledge was perceived to be less valid than that of others in
attendance. I doubt that anyone at the conference was consciously aware of this, and
that after all is hegemony - so insidious and pervasive as to be invisible, even to those
who profess to want to change it. We are all a part of its perpetuation, whether we are
aware of it or not. Even when we seek to fight against it, we can’t always see it, or our
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own roles within it - either as subject or object. Nancy Goldberger talks about how,
what she calls, “difference research” can,
...raise important, unavoidable questions concerning how knowledge has
been defined, validated, and claimed in twentieth-century America-and
how only certain segments of the population have been empowered as
valid and respected knowers. (Goldberger, et. al., 1996, p. 3)
This is what Erica begins to see, face-to-face, up close and (very) personally.
When Erica got home from the conference she was so angry and upset she called
Jenny and told her how she was feeling. She got mad at Jenny, too, asking Jenny why
she didn’t tell her she was going to feel that way, she should have known, so why didn’t
she tell her.
I even said, ‘How can you understand this?’ It was horrible. But I’m
thinking, how can you put me in this position? ... And then I even called
her a middle class white woman. Jenny told me that yeah I’m going to
feel that way, over and over again and - you know - that what I got to
remember is that I am putting the voices out of others and that’s what I’m
going to do and dadadadadadada. And so she made me feel a little bit
better. (Erica)
Later, however, Jenny discovered that Erica had been paid half that of other conference
presenters. Others were paid $300.00, while Erica was paid $150.00. She brought the
discrepancy to Erica’s attention, and both were again very upset and let the conference
organizers know how they felt. Jenny gave Erica the difference, but the experience.
Erica said, “Only reaffirmed that I was this token.” And it did so in very concrete terms.
The value of her contribution was calculated to be exactly half that of other participants.
Erica did “voice herself’ at the conference - forcibly, that is, she forced her
voice in. When she noticed there were no Welfare Recipients present, “it was all
academics, it was, you know, a lot of middle class white people in the room,” she spoke
up.
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It came to the point where they said something and I really got upset. I
ended up voicing my opinion to all these people. I kind of like spoke up.
I said, ‘Look at what the room is full of. Where are the people like me?’ I
was really upset and then one lady comes out and says, ‘Well, you’re a
success story’, and I looked at her and said, ‘Success story?’ I couldn’t
believe she said that. I said, no, I call it a struggle. I don’t call it success
because I’m still struggling. So I was upset, I was just upset ... Where are
people like ME? Where are they? (Erica)
Erica was confident enough, brave enough, angry enough, to speak out at the
conference. Still it was an incredibly painful experience for her, and this was part of
why it was so (shockingly) eye-opening. The woman who called Erica “a success
story” was - unwittingly - revealing to Erica her view of her as not quite real, a visitor
from the Other side. It was her attempt to put Erica into a neat category, box it, and
keep it nicely at a distance. The “success story” - need to have at least one at the
conference so everyone can feel good about all the hard work they’re doing on their
behalf. This is how Erica felt, and her response showed it. She was saying, look at me,
I’m a real person, and no it’s not all easy and good and happy. Can’t you see me?
The conference was titled, “Redefining Women on Welfare in the 90’s.” Yet,
those being affected by the issues were not present. As Erica asks, to the point, “Where
are [the] people like ME? Where are they?” They weren’t there. Their voices, their
opinions, their perspectives, their beliefs, their values, they themselves, were missing
from this forum where people not affected by the issues met to discuss them, in fact,
ostensibly to “redefine” them. The conference attendees, none of whom (except Erica)
were welfare recipients, met to understand the experiences of welfare recipients, and to
disseminate information to society at large about those experiences. They met to
influence policy makers who make decisions affecting their lives, but without their
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participation. Who is talking to whom about whom? And who is listening to whom?
Whose knowledge counts here?
The means and effects of the valuing of knowledge become plain. Erica sees
how power plays out, how it encompasses, how it shuts out. She sees how, as Norman
Fairclough sums up, “...power is exercised and enacted in discourse, and on the other
hand [how] ... there are relations of power behind discourse” (1989, p. 73). She has
stepped outside herself and looked back in, seen herself through others’ eyes, and it is a
shock. Seeing this vision of herself, she rejects it, and actively resists it. Gee claims
that it is in this type of meta-knowledge of discourse that we find, “ ...power, because it
can protect all of us from harming and being harmed and because it is the foundation of
resistance and growth” (1996, p. 191). bell hooks (1994) points out that resistance is
power, but also risk. Locating voice very clearly in power relations, hooks describes
the very real effects voice can have in society: to challenge, to resist, to change, to
create, and also - to put oneself at risk. Speaking becomes a political act, coming to
voice an “act of resistance” (1994, p. 53). There is very real risk when you challenge
the status quo, when you threaten the “natural order” of power, of who has it and who
does not.
“Coming to voice” is a move from object to subject. Only as subject can we
speak, as object we are spoken. Erica, seeing how she was being “spoken,” chose to
speak. This was an act of resistance, of self-proclamation, and of reclamation. As
Freire expresses, “...silence is not a genetically or ontologically determined condition ...
but the expression of perverted social, economic, and political structures, which can be
transformed” (Park, 1993, pp. ix-x). Erica chose to be a part of that transformation.
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Her experience at the Welfare Reform conference was pivotal - both in terms of
what she observed and experienced, and how this influenced her commitment to act. As
she describes:
I started being politically aware through that. It’s like then I started seeing
what politics was all about. ... And I guess I just became politically
aware, kind of thing. And that’s when I wanted people in the [teen parent,
adult literacy and ESOL] programs to start writing letters to their
legislators. (That experience was the catalyst?) Oh yeah, absolutely, it
just showed me that there is support out there, a lot of people that are
advocating for you, and that who is listened to is the middle class white,
that in reality, that’s who they’ll listen to, that’s how I feel. The
politicians listen to the middle class educated advocate. You know, in
reality. (Erica)
Later Jenny took Erica to meet one of the Senators and the demystification process
continued.
And then Jenny took me to meet one of the Senators, Senator Nagle. And
I just started learning about how the process really works, and how
difficult it is, and how it’s almost a form of, of... you go to the State for
help, you go to this one for help, but it’s almost like the same thing. You
know, you still get kind of oppressed. We went to the Senator’s thing, and
I told him my story, and [told him] about getting cut off, and [that] I’m
still in school, and da da da, and he basically outright told me, word for
word, ‘Well, when your time limit comes up, you let me know, and I will
personally call Claire Mclntire and get you an extension.’ And I said, that
is very wonderful of you, and I’m really happy you’re willing to do that,
but I am just one of many, many, many voices. So if you’re gonna do that
for me, you’re gonna have to do that for a lot of others. Because it’s not
just me affected. ... I just felt like it was almost like a stab in other
people’s backs. You know, it’s like okay. I’m taken care of, but that
doesn’t make it right.
Being involved in the Changes Project, it started making me realize how
politics work. (Erica)
Erica developed a greater depth of understanding about how political processes
work, while simultaneously experiencing firsthand the inequities inherent within them.
What is interesting is that this did not turn Erica away from politics, but turned her
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towards it. It made her more committed to work to help those who historically have not
had a voice within the system to be heard within it. Who is heard is who has power,
and who has power is who has the greatest access to resources - i.e. information,
education, jobs, and health care - and decides how and to whom they are allocated.
Returning to her original reflections on the “environment I grew up in,” Erica
talks about wanting to work to help mobilize people to vote, those who traditionally do
not vote (low-income groups, marginalized groups). You don’t vote if you feel like
“that’s for other people who know stuff,” if you feel that either you don’t know stuff, or
that voting won’t make any difference anyway because it’s other people who are
running things.
Erica became committed to turning the table - to helping, in very concrete terms
- people to be heard, to be a part of influencing the decisions that affect their lives, to
opening up the conversation.
Before it was time to vote, whoever’s running, go in and tell the people
this is this one’s philosophy and this one’s philosophy, and the day it’s
time to vote we get a van and we take them all to vote. Because that’s
really - the people who the policies are made for Don’t Vote. Because I’ll
tell you what happens, knowing about politics and going into that world,
it’s a completely different world than what people are used to and
sometimes it’s not a priority for them because they’re dealing with
survival issues. And that’s more the priority. (I say, for example, Vicki,
she wasn’t sure about the value of voting, there’s not a direct effect you
can see from voting in your life) And the reason you can’t see the effect is
that there are not enough people voting ... (Erica)

“Oh Mv God .. Now I Realize”
Each of the team members in the project articulated their increasingly critical
perspectives in different ways, depending, of course, on their particular histories and
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positionalities. Yet, there are similar themes that run throughout. Each member of the
Changes Project, through our research on the issues, and through collective reflection
(whether or not they were directly affected themselves), began to see the connections
between the personal and the social. They began to problematize the issues, and
articulate the ways in which they connected not just to individual effects on individual
people — but also to larger dynamics in society. Each talked about their learning in
diverse ways, but throughout their comments there are these common themes: our lives
are connected to others’ lives, all of our lives are affected by the ways in which power is
consolidated and distributed in society and knowledge is valued - and, awareness
connects to the desire to act (as action also leads to awareness).
Here, Isabel describes how she began to see the complexities in what it means to
be an “immigrant”, how this related to her own life, and - later - how her increased
awareness made her feel an even greater commitment to want to act.
... The word “immigrant” means something different for everybody. So,
Kate and I see each other and say wow, the word immigrant has many
different meanings, and one person says it means this, and the other person
says, no, it means ... and, are you an immigrant? And some people say
yes, and some say no. Very confused. So, in that focus group, I realize the
immigration reform is so complicated. Because everybody’s confused.
Everybody.
I think that immigrants, when you are not citizen, when you come from
other country, and you are not a citizen, you can’t receive benefits like a
citizen, and you have to pass a lot of struggles with the system. Anyway,
I’m a migrant. So, I have to pass a lot of struggles and difficult times. I
am a migrant because I am a citizen. I am not part of the United States,
but that’s other issue. That’s horrible. But, because I’m citizen I’m
migrant. But they are immigrant because they are not citizen.
But sometimes I feel like an immigrant. I said that to Kate. Because I
have the same problems. I am a citizen so I have the benefits,
blahblahblah, but I - my barriers is the language. Sometimes I have fear
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(in the beginning, not right now) to go outside, you know - some
problems, I have to pass some problems like that.
Her perspectives on community and on society began to change.
When I came here, my mind changed around a lot. [Before] I never was
worried for the community, or help my neighbors, or something, no. So,
here, my mom says, wow Isabel what happened with you? That’s good,
but what happened? Because I was very different. In Puerto Rico and
here. So. More smooth. My character changed a lot. I can judge people,
because I see those people .... No, now I am so neutral. If you need to ...
okay, I try. If you need help, okay I try too.
Many people are not familiar with the community, and they have fear to
go outside ... I know that it is very hard to be an immigrant, because the
fear that you can be caught, I know that, but anyway, you need to find
more help from other people. And also financially it’s very hard for them.
Childcare is horrible. And because here it’s very, very, very, very, very
expensive. Horrible! And what else, transportation, we have many, many
problems with the students ... and I never saw that in my country, because
I was always around with other people [like me]. (Isabel)
As Isabel said in the previous chapter, she now “understands more social issues”
and this, in turn led to a greater desire on her part to want to do something to challenge
the perceived inequities. This began with an increased awareness of the way the issues
affected people, but went along with a lessening of her own feelings of isolation. It is
very difficult to act alone, when you feel outside, an outsider. Feeling more connected
to people and to life in the US, and seeing the negative effects of the issues, she began
to perceive the issues not just as “yours,” but ours - as we live in community together.
Maxine Greene articulates this point.
To think of democracy as participatory, to think of people actually making
the decisions that affect our lives, is to notice that while we experience our
problems as personal—we can't find adequate child care, perhaps, or our
child is not learning as she should in school, or the options for our aging
parents are inadequate—they are, indeed, social. It is to move from me to
us, from loneliness to society. It is to move in a different direction. Ayers,
W. (1995)
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The issues Isabel refers to above did not directly affect her, yet they affected her
community, those people with whom she studied and worked. Once injustice becomes
plain, it is no longer a question of whose it is — my injustice or your injustice. It is just
injustice, and it affects us all. We either perpetuate it — consciously or unconsciously,
suffer from it, or resist it - but in one way or another, we are all its victims. As Isabel
says, “... we need more help from the community - everybody needs it.” She goes on,
“I am a part of the issues. I feel that. ... Everybody is part of the problem. But I never
think about that before” (Isabel).
Thanyaluk also describes how her perspectives on who immigrants are began to
change and broaden - and how this then influenced the types of assistance she felt was
needed.
I worked at CNA with Susanne ...some Thai...with Change Project went to
Boston to the House ... we have been to talk with the people in the House
and we went to meeting about the immigration like that ... with team ... and
we learn life now. Many many students they came ...many many students
now ...when they have question about immigration at CNA I answer them.
You must go to [here or there, or someone] will help you at your house ...
like that.
I learn from them [too]. ... [There are] different immigrants ... three things,
three ways. One, refugee from war. Two, refugee from Philippines, and
three came to United States by marry same as me. People who came to
United States by war -Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Kosovo - they said oooh
good, very, because freedom. Freedom is good everything ok. It’s nice.
They love that. They think ok I miss home but in United States it good for
his new life. People from war...refugee from war ... food They went to the
supermarket... they said, oooooooh many food... they cry... cry ... .they cry
.. they told me they cry when they came here first and went to the
supermarket in Greenfield to buy they cry ...their country...you have
money but you cannot buy. They cannot go back, they fight.If you
have no high education ... very hard. Now I know ... when I work with this
... three things.
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Dolores talks about how as she learned more about the issues; she began to feel
more connected to society in general. She too began to feel less of an outsider.
I know ... the CP give the opportunity to know more than before because I
learn and I practice and I know and I see more ... different place, different
people, I met people, I think was wonderful. Yes I like it ... For me the
best part was to know the different problem the people has about all
issues, about immigration, welfare, and workplace. First I know more
about immigration and welfare because we know immigration, we know
about workfare or immigration changes ... about changes but sometime I
see something in the TV news but I say forget it, but now I put more
attention to it. Oh my god Changes Project, now I realize... (Dolores)
Before when Dolores watched TV news, she didn’t feel it connected to her
necessarily, it was, as Erica says, “for other people who know stuff’ - so Dolores said,
“forget it.” Now, she “puts more attention to it.” She has both a greater understanding
of the issues - through seeing the connections of the issues - that we perceive as being
individual and personal - to societal trends, structures and processes and feels now that
she has something to contribute. She has reconceptualized herself as a Knower. She
has legitimate knowledge she can contribute in terms of both analysis and action. This
increased awareness led, as with the other team members, inevitably, to her desire to act
to try to find ways to support those who are affected. “Now I know more than before,
the different problems people have, the immigrants. Their face change. Maybe one day
we make something more for more information. Here in the office” (Dolores).
What Dolores is suggesting is that there be an Immigration Office in Western
Mass. Boston is a long way to travel, expensive, and there are many immigrants in
Western Massachusetts who do not have access to the information they need.
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“I Feel Like Now I Have the Power”
In order to take action - you have to believe you have the power and the ability
to do so. The participants speak about their increasing feelings of ability and
confidence. The more involved and active they became, the more these feelings were
reinforced. Maxine Greene depicts the relationship between action, power, a belief in
transformation, and an awareness of our connectedness to others in community.
To become different, of course, is not simply to will oneself to change.
There is the question of being able to accomplish what one chooses to do.
It is not only a matter of the capacity to choose; it is a matter of the power
to act to attain one’s purposes. We shall be concerned with intelligent
choosing and, yes, humane choosing, as we shall be with the kinds of
conditions necessary for empowering persons to act on what they
choose...Whatever is chosen and acted upon must be grounded, at least to
a degree, in an awareness of a world lived in common with others, a world
that can be to some extent transformed. (Greene, 1998, p. 4)
Solana starts by describing how her feelings of pride that she was “doing
meaningful work” helped her to feel like she was an active, contributing member of her
household, and community. As a newcomer, this had specific significance in terms of
helping her to feel a part of her new environment, and of value within it: “[The
Changes Project] was a priority in my life. I used to work all the time when I was in
Columbia. I was feeling depressed when I came here. Not working. So finally I felt
like I was doing something that was worth it” (Solana).
Solana’s conception of self changed from one who was not in a position of
influence to affect her own life, as a newcomer to the United States, to someone who
was very capable of making decisions affecting herself, as well as her family - and
later, the wider community.
Because I can say I was depressed, very, very depressed before I started
working doing research. And then like I have - I don’t know but it feels
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to me, like the energy? Like 1 feel now I have the power, the power to do
things, like taking decisions in my life, like I don’t want to live anymore
with my parents-in-law, we have to move on, so we start looking for
another apartment. And then I start looking for jobs. And I found that job
at the [name of restaurant]. And I don’t know I used to feel like I can’t do
anything here, why I came to this country, I feel bad, and the fact that I
participate in the research make me feel like, I feel good now, I can do
things.
And the other thing I found very good friends there. I would say that 50%
of the changes in my life are due to the CP. Because I start thinking what
if I didn’t go to the first meeting, what if I didn’t participate in the project.
Maybe I was still taking English Classes, I haven’t met - who introduced
me to my boss, so maybe I wouldn’t be working now. I don’t know, the
Changes Project is connected to a lot of things in my life. And principally
and mainly, the frustrations, like when I started the research I wasn’t
feeling good with myself. And with that it just became the chance to
change everything. (Solana) [underline added]
Angela talks about how her confidence around certain types of people changed,
in this case, “college professors” - people who previously to her were untouchable and
intimidating. As her confidence grew, as she had experiences and successes working
and moving in a wider array of venues, this view changed. College professors became
real people, people who she could talk to, who would listen to her, people she could
befriend. Angela’s conception of herself altered, she viewed herself as increasingly
capable in a wider variety of arenas. She began to see herself as someone who had
valuable knowledge and information to share with others - even college professors.
If I would have known there were college professors there, which I didn’t,
if I would have known there were people there who were so far above me,
I would have never done half the things I did. Never. I would have
crawled under a rock first. I promise you, I would not have went through
the whole Changes Project. I promise you that. But because I was sitting
there talking to somebody and feeling like she was just another person, I
mean, college professors aren’t that big, but when you’re in college, these
are your role models, so...
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Yeah, now it’s nothing. And now. I’ve actually befriended some of my
college professors, so now it’s just like they’re people, too, you know.
(Angela)
Dolores also describes her increased confidence and ability to voice herself.
For me it was a good idea to go, to do, to be, to do this kind of project
because it helped me ... now I have more confidence. Now I learn
more., because all the time “I can’t, I can’t talk”, you know. But Caroline
say all the time you say “I can’t”, but you did. You know? I feel more now I can - more than I know. I don’t know how you say in English.
(Dolores)

“We Know What They Need - We Can Make Something For Them”
In addition, because the team members were also often “insiders”, affected by
the same issues they were researching and talking to the participants about, their
knowledge was particularly valid and relevant. They gained the trust of the participants
in ways that outsiders might not be able to, and they understood in ways that someone
from the outside might not. The actions they took or recommended were meaningful
and appropriate. They had experienced and were beginning to feel fluid in different
worlds. Now they were in the position to help others to learn the same.
They were, in some sense, operating in borderlands, now able to assist others in
becoming border crossers too. As Hicks says, “... students must engage knowledge as
border-crossers, as people moving in and out of borders constructed around coordinates
of difference and power (Hicks, 1988)” (Giroux & Aronowitz, 1991, p. 119). They
could help others to learn how to move from one place to the next and back again.
They were serving as translators and as navigators. They were holding the doors open.
As insiders, they knew the landscapes, and the routes between them. They had
expertise that outsiders could not have.
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Here, Erica talks about how she began giving information about rights. Welfare
Reform and parenting to the teen parents she was working with at one of the ABE
programs in Holyoke. They didn’t know how Welfare Reform was going to affect
them. She has once been in their position, and was able to put herself in their shoes.
She had insights into both how they were feeling, and how to provide support.
And, once, doing that [giving them information, tips on various resources
and talking about Welfare Reform and their rights], realizing, through
doing that, they didn’t have a clue about how it was going to affect them,
they really didn’t have a clue. Then ... Jenny was very receptive to any
suggestions we had. You know. And it was really good, because we were
working on experiences as well.
BECAUSE I share the same kind of environment as them, you see, those
things helped. Because then we were able to say, well, they don’t know,
let’s tell them. That, you know, you need to vote, and this is why, and this
is who’s running now, and this is what the politics are, and this is who is
for you, and this is who is not, kind of thing, you know? (Erica)
Angela talks about how her past experiences and knowledge helped her with the
interviews we did as part of the project, and also with her work with teen mothers.
[The interviews are] just something I enjoyed. It was easy and I was
learning, and like I said, for the most part I can relate to almost everything
they were talking about. [And] I’ve been really good with mentoring. I
mean, working with people who are younger than me, who are where I
was. (Angela)
Solana was able to understand the fears that newly arrived immigrants can have - fear
of discovery, lack of trust. This was something the teachers at CNA had not taken into
account in designing their information resource center for immigrants. As an insider,
Solana was easily able to see this, and therefore able to recommend changes that would
make the support more appropriate and more effective.
They have a ... consular of immigration, one of the teachers, but I think
they need to make more advertisement about that. Because the students
doesn’t feel like right to talk about this [immigration] with teachers, so
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they don’t ask questions about immigration. They feel like they can get
caught, or something like that, so it’s something they don’t want to talk
about. ... Yeah, and I learned that because in the interviews a lot of the
speakers, the Spanish speakers, they talk that if there were a person who
speaks Spanish, and can explain how it works, how we can ... it would be
so much easier. (Solana)
In order to want to work towards a better future, you must first be able to
envision things as different from how they are. You have to have a belief in possibility
- that the situation can improve. Maxine Greene adds that you, “... must be able to
imagine things different to be unsatisfied with the way things are” (Greene, 1988, pp. 89). The team members in the Changes Project were unsatisfied, were able to imagine a
better future, and believed that they had the ability to work towards that themselves.
Solana continues here, talking about her vision for the future.
Like - okay - if there is that people, we can work together, and I think, to
change the laws, I dream that, maybe with the research we can do our little
start - and little by little go to the comer man and say hey look we are
here, we need to [get a pound’s] worth of information and something like
that. (Solana)
In “helping others” the desire was to help others to believe in their own power,
knowledge and abilities. It was not to provide support that leads to dependency, but
rather to promote independence. Having felt an increasing sense of power themselves,
and an increasing belief in their own ways of knowing and speaking and doing, this is
what they wanted for those with whom they worked. In helping others to find their own
power, they were not talking about “empowering” in the sense that that is about
perceiving others as being powerless. Rather, they were working on the premise that
those with whom they worked just needed some help in seeing - and believing in - the
power they had. As Concha Delgado-Gaitan reiterates, “Empowerment is not
something that one does to another. No one can empower someone else. Power, the
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pivotal construct in empowerment, is inherent in every person as an inner source of
knowledge, strength and ability (1996, p. 3). Isabel’s comments reflect this belief.
They don’t know what benefits they have in the community, because for
example, [there’s little available in] Spanish Spanish! ... the benefits, what
happened with the reforms, always to be up to date, always to be up to
date in what happens in those issues - because the bridges are removed.
I think that the students don’t know what happened, but... we can take an
advantage of this research. We make interviews with the students, and so
we know what they need, what are their problems, and we can make
something for them.
And I think that is important, because [as quoted in the previous chapter]
every newcomer needs someone, and they find that in the school. They
feel they have someone, I am not alone here. So. I think they have to
know what happened with... that we are working with them...
But from my side, I think that we have to integrate, to involve students
more in those issues, research, whatever, because it is not only part of the
organization, it’s for them, for the community too. So. I think that they
have to be more involved too. (Isabel)
The team members know that people need to be involved in order to begin
believing that their knowledge is valid and legitimate, that they have something
valuable to contribute, and that - as Gutierrez expresses - they can be in charge of the
ways that their knowledge is used.
In Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks (1994) reminds us that the
transmission of knowledge can be revolutionary. [Gutierrez continues]
...previously derogated groups are holders of knowledge that do not fit our
traditional paradigms and that these individuals have a right to be an
integral part of how they want to use knowledge (Gutierrez, 1990).
(Goldberger, et. al., p. 386)
The more involved the participants are in actions to improve their lives and the lives of
others in their families and communities, and the more ownership they have over their
learning, the more they feel their power and ability.
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As the team members experienced this sense of ownership in the Changes
Project activities (as described in greater depth in the next chapter), and saw the value
of it, they wanted this for those with whom they worked. Angela talks about how she
witnesses this same sense of ownership and feelings of being able to “do it” with the
teen parents with whom she conducted a series of writing workshops (that Angela’s
team at the Mentor Project had designed - and includes a focus on metaphors as they
had found metaphors to be very powerful tools in their own work). Angela gained the
confidence to become a teacher and mentor, and now had the opportunity to watch
those she taught gain that same confidence.
Oh yeah. I mean you don’t know how many times I’ve heard. Sherry, like
with the Writer’s Groups? “I didn’t know I could do this. I never knew I
could write like this.” I’ve heard it so many times.It brings out the
best. And the metaphors? Forget it. They’re thinking and dreaming and
talking metaphors forever afterwards. (Angela)

“It Changed My Whole Outlook On What I Wanted for the
Future and for Myself’
The team members talk about how their participation in the Changes Project
affected their awareness of the issues, their sense of connection between the personal
and the social, their knowledge of political processes, their desire to affect change, their
increasing belief in their ability to do so, and their visions of their own futures. As
Peter Elbow has said, “there is violence in learning” (Elbow, 1986, p. 147). You don’t
emerge the same as when you went in - you can’t return to the same place or the same
self. There is therefore destruction, in some sense, of self, of identity, but at the same
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time, there is creation. Jean Lave (a researcher of the inter-relationships between social
situations and cognition) says it this way.
From Lave’s perspective, learning is not best judged by a change in minds,
which is the traditional school measure, but by ‘changing participation in
changing practices’ (Lave 1996, p. 161). Most importantly, learning is a
change not just in practice, but also in identity. (Cope and Kalantzis,
2000, p. 51)
Several of the Changes Project team members talk about how their ideas of what
they would do in the future were completely changed through their experiences in the
project. This relates to changing conceptions of self, and of self in society.
Before I got involved in the Changes Project I wanted to be a pre-school
teacher. All my life, ... since I can REMEMBER. But the Changes
Project changed that. It’s not like I’m not teaching, but I’m teaching
people in a different way. When I got involved in the Changes Project it
changed my whole outlook on what I wanted for the future and for myself.
By educating people about welfare, by informing them about what their
rights are, by letting them know about resources, that’s a form of
education. (Erica)
Erica reiterates the changes the project had on her outlook:
[I wanted to be a preschool teacher] and then the Changes Project
completely changed that because now I know that whatever I do it’s going
to be something like what Jenny Scott does. Running a program for lowincome students, mentoring them and helping them, and that’s what I’m
looking at now. That’s what I really would like. So it kind of really
changed my whole outlook on life. And now I’m like I know I have
things to offer to preschoolers, yes, but to me it’s more important to take
care of, you know, the ones who are struggling and feeling it, you know,
that had those children. And I learned that through Jenny. (Erica)
Solana discusses similar decisions she made.
I think the CP has to do a lot with that change of my mind. Because okay
I like to draw and I like to teach children, I love children, but when I start
working in the research, I saw that there are a lot of people who needs
help, and I saw that too in my job, and I started working with those people,
and it make me feel like - oh I feel good doing this ... I realize that I want
to do something about management because of the people I work with.
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And before the research I was thinking no I can’t speak English, I can’t
speak in public, I don’t want to answer the phone because I don’t want to
talk in English, so when I start taking classes in ILI, and I start working in
the research, I was feeling like I’m getting better in this. And then I
started working in the restaurant and I had to do all the accounting part,
and taking phone calls, and I do a little bit of everything, and I help the
people with everything, with immigration, with health, with everything
that they need.
Because there are people who they don’t even know how to read in
Spanish. So, they don’t how to speak English, and they don’t know how
to write a letter or anything. So I think if I can make what I like to do with
people ... like working in human resources ... it would be great. (Solana)
Solana wanted to continue helping and supporting newly arrived immigrants, as
she had been during the project, and at the same time she felt an increased sense of her
own ability. She felt capable of putting her plans into action, and this changed her goals
for her future. She says.
And I think the part that I like the most was -1 don’t know - to have the
feeling that - for example about immigration, I wasn’t the only person that
was passing through a bad moment. There was a lot of people there, in
ILI and CNA, that was having a lot of problems with immigration. And
the feeling that I had, it wasn’t just me, it was a lot of people, so it makes
me feel good about that, and it makes me feel like, oh I have to work for
things, I have to find a solution to change the laws and things, but it make
me feel good about that. (Solana)
Peter Park points out the outcomes and effects of participatory research do not
end when the project ends. They continue on, in the participants and in the practices.
Because participatory research is a continuous educational process, it does
not end with the completion of one project. When successful, it lives on in
the radicalized critical consciousness and the renewed emancipatory
practices of each participant. (Park, 1993, p. 15)
As Min said in the previous chapter when she talked about taking the picture of the
Changes Project members back to Korea with her, "... I [will] put it on my wall when I
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go back to Korea, because they are ... a concrete example that I can follow up in my
future” (Min).
The participants’ draw on their histories and their pasts, as well as their
experiences in the project, to move into the future. Maxine Greene says.
And so we look back, not just as a way of remembering our lives, but as
an incentive for action. We remember our connections to particular
individuals and places and events in order to see what still needs to be
done, what still needs our attention as we move toward “untapped
possibilities” for ourselves and others. (Greene, 1995, p. 74)
Greene describes how her past, along with the skills and confidence she developed
during the project, affected her perspectives on' “untapped possibilities” for the future.
I had had mentoring throughout my life and I always said I wanted to go
to college and to be a mentor.... I want to get back what was given to me.
I want to be able to help people. So, I really wanted to become a mentor
for the reason that I wanted to be there for people, and I wanted to let
people know I wouldn’t abandon them, the way I was. You know, that
was the way I felt. I had so many mentors, that were like, that didn’t even
realize they were mentors to me. And I just, I wanted to give that back. I
still, I feel like I have to.
[I want to] help people. That’s it. Anything that I can take my personal
life experiences with and the experiences that I learned and be able to give
back. (Angela)

Representational Knowledge

“We Have Tools to Change”
A primary purpose of action research is to produce practical knowledge
that is useful to people in the everyday conduct of their lives. A wider
purpose of action research is to contribute through this practical
knowledge to the increased well being - economic, political,
psychological, spiritual-of human persons and communities, and to a more
equitable and sustainable relationship with the wider ecology of the plant
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of which we are an intrinsic part (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 2).
(Reason, 2004 March, p. 12)
“I feel like, we have tools to change - at least in our lives, and to help other
people near us to change their situations,” Solana says in this chapter. In this comment,
she is referring specifically to ways of knowing and doing that allow her to both access
information, and to share it with others. In this chapter. Changes Project team members
talked about several ways in which they gained what I will refer to as “how-to
knowledge” throughout the course of the Changes Project. Non-native speakers of
English talked at length about how their English skills improved, as well as their
confidence and ability in using English in real-life situations. Some team members talk
about improving their computer skills. Newly arrived immigrants talked about learning
more about life in the US, feeling increasingly capable of functioning well in American
society. Earlier, Kelly and Vicki described about how their reading and writing skills
improved. Team members also talk about learning more about qualitative research,
both in practice and in theory.
Finally, participants talk about information, knowing how to access it, having
the information itself, and being able to use it to help themselves and others. They talk
about this specifically in relation to the issues we were researching, and they mean
information about the laws, about services available, about who to contact for what, and
how to navigate various systems. It is a practical, technical type of knowing, not
disconnected from its application. Nor, again, is it disconnected for the Changes Project
team members, from their desire to use it to help improve not only their lives but the
lives of others - the lives of those in their families and communities, the lives of others

affected by the issues we were researching, and people suffering from a lack of access
to information and resources in general.
Peter Park uses the term “representational knowledge” to define this type of
practical, “how-to” category of knowing Gilly describes it this way, “Representational
knowledge is concerned with accomplishing tasks, solving problems, being able to
describe, explain or understand something” (Gilly, 2003, p. 77). Reason and
Bradbury’s interpretation is similar, “Representational knowledge provides explanations
through identifying the relationship between discreet variables, or understanding
through interpretation of meaning” (Reason & Bradbury, p. 24, Handbook of Action
Research). As quoted earlier. Park calls it a type of knowledge that is about, “technical,
depicting, representing, describing and explaining reality” (Park, 1998). In the team
members comments below, it is a type of knowing that is about being able to do
something you couldn’t do before, having information and knowing how to get
information, feeling more capable in being able to accomplish the tasks you want to
accomplish and that help you to live and work successfully in society, and feeling better
able to help others to do the same.

“Now I Had the Information and I Was Able to Give it to Them”
Solana talks about how her increased awareness of issues affecting people’s
lives - in this case particularly in relation to immigration reform - along with her
knowledge of how to access essential information and resources, helped her to feel a
greater sense of power. She could better help herself, and she could better help others.
She felt that change - on a human scale, at the local level - was possible, and she could

244

help to affect that change. She continued to feel this way despite also believing that
there were areas in which the Changes Project could not have an effect. This did not,
however, diminish her hope, or her commitment to act in the arenas in which she knew
she could make a difference.
I think that it’s impossible for us to change the laws, so to change the
welfare policies -1 think it’s too hard to change the policies. I know, I
came from a country [Columbia] that they - to change the law - for a long
time it had been a very corrupted system, so I have the idea that you can’t
change the system with the research, but on the other hand, I feel like, we
have tools to change - at least in our lives, and to help other people near
us to change their situations [underline added]. For example, when I first
started working in the research, I started looking on the Internet - all the
applications in immigration, all the fees, what do I have to do, I started
looking for a lot of information, and it was good, for me I mean, now I
know what I have to do. And it was good because in the place that I work
there are a lot of immigrants, and they know that I can help them. (Solana)
Her ability to better access information and resources enabled her to help those
who did not have access. Being able to “help” people promoted a feeling of positive
self worth and power (as she describes in greater depth below). This is very different
from how Solana felt when she first arrived in the US (she talks about her initial
feelings of loneliness and isolation in the “If We Work Together We Have the Power”
section). Now she is beginning to feel like someone who knows, who can act, who has
- or has the means to get - information she needs to make good decisions about her life.
She can navigate and negotiate in this new world she’s living in, and she can help others
to do the same. She is gaining fluency not just in English, but also in how to maneuver
and negotiate within US society. From outsider, she is becoming insider, and expert.
She talks about how being able to help others made her feel:
And another thing that I learned, I went to a conference ... about
immigrants, and I learned about how immigrants have kind of felt like, T
need to go to the doctor or to help with daycare,’ or something like that.
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And when somebody in my job gets sick and they don’t know where to go
because they don’t have insurance, or they don’t know how to speak
English to go to the doctor, they always come to me and I feel good.
Because I can help them, and I have the information, you have to do this,
you have to do that, you have to say this, and I feel good about that, I feel
good myself, when I help immigrants. I mean, at least you can go to the
doctor, you can go to the dentist. (Solana)
Min also values what she learned during the course of the Changes Project about
the topics and the issues, especially in regards to the workplace and to immigration.
Although the group at her site, ELI, focused on workplace issues, she also learned about
immigration and welfare. Her primary learning about these topics was through the
hearing from the stories of the other team members at the Analysis Fests, and from
attendance at conferences. Hearing the stories from team members helped to bring the
issues to life, and therefore made it easier for Min to understand the policies behind
them. In addition, the information she learned about immigration had a direct and
profound effect on her personal life.
Yes, I can talk about the issues. I am very glad to know the important
issues and trends in the United States ... like the workplace issue, or
immigration issues - and I knew how that work through the Changes
Project ...
I learned about immigration issues, the situation in the US, how difficult
[it is] to get an American citizenship these days, and [that] it’s going to get
harder and harder. I see the real case in the United States. If I think of
immigration issues, it comes to my mind exactly the situation I have heard
about, I have met. So I can connect that situation with the policy.
First impact ... the decision I am going to have a baby here I learned from
the Changes Project. Because of the immigration issues. I learned that it
was so hard to get an American citizenship here without any connections.
So I think that’s a critical effect on my life. Because people ask me why
or how [and say] it can be difficult ... [how can you] give delivery here
without your husband (he was in Korea), but I fully commit myself. It’s
going to be different for the future of my children. So, I’d like to say the
Changes Project, [had a] direct effect on my next generation. I never
hesitate to have a baby here because I know that before about the whole
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process through the Changes Project. And the real examples from the
participants. So I have a confidence about having a baby here, whatever
trouble I have. (Min)
Knowledge about the issues had a direct impact on Solana’s life as well. Her
comments point out the concrete value of information (and the effects of its lack), and
the ability to access information when you need it.
I can study about immigration and know what way to go, because I was
feeling so stupid when I came here. And I let my visa expire because I
didn’t know anything about that. So when I started I was feeling like, if I
just knew - six months before - none of this would have happened to me.
And it inspire me to tell immigrants - don’t let your visa expire, you have
to apply for an extension, you have to do this. When my mom came, I did
all the process for her - and for my brother - because I have now that
information. And now when any person asks me for something I know
they should do I tell them. (Solana)
Thanyaluk comments on how she was able to use the information she learned to advise
others.
Some people did not know ... if they ask me how long 1 will go to be
American citizen and apart to be American citizen, okay I know if you
marry to American people three years, if you did not, five years. 1 said,
because I learn I can answer as much as I can. (Thanyaluk)
Many of the team members expressed their feelings of wanting to share the
information they had about the various issues and their effects, with the people who
were - or would be - affected. The more they were able to do so, the better they felt.
They had valuable knowledge to share, and they were sharing it. They felt a sense of
power and of accomplishment that now they had the means to help others (others who
were often in situations very similar to those they themselves were, or had been, in).
They felt an ability to take control and to direct the course of events - and this was a
powerful contrast to the feelings of helplessness and inability many of the team
members had experienced previously.
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I found myself, as I learned, that when I would go in [to the teen parent
and GED programs], instead of just talking about my experiences through
college, I would go into these programs, GED programs and speak to the
single parents about how to juggle school, balance school with raising
their children, and making them aware of their rights, in relation to
Welfare Reform. And [I was] doing that, because now I had the
information, and I was able to give it to them (underline added). (Erica)
Later, Erica becomes a board member of the Massachusetts Justice Project. Now she
has access to an even wider array of information and resources that she could share with
others.
I can call, if I know someone who has a problem, who may need some
legal help or advice, and I can say well, “Call Rhea and say that Erica sent
you,” and that makes me feel good. Because I know that when Rhea finds
out that she’s going to take care of it, that everything is going to be okay,
that she’s going to take care of it, and that’s a good deal. And that’s due
to the Changes Project. (Erica)
Being able to take action to influence your life, and that of others, positively,
gives a tremendous feeling of confidence and well being. Bruner links this feeling of
“agency” to increased self-esteem.
Not only do we experience self as agentive, we evaluate our efficacy in
bringing off what we hoped for or were asked to do. Self increasingly
takes on the flavor of these valuations. I call this mix of agentive efficacy
and self-evaluation ‘self-esteem’. It combines our sense of what we
believe ourselves to be (or even hope to be) capable of and what we fear is
beyond us. (Bruner, 1996, p. 37)
Feelings of increased knowledge and ability allowed the Changes Project team
members to have a greater influence on the course of their own lives, and on the lives of
others. The result of both the feeling of ability - the ability to act to make people’s
lives better - and the effects of the actions, led to greater confidence and self-esteem.
This, in turn, fueled the desire to act. It was - and is- an iterative process. As before.
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team members learning was never divorced from its application, from their desire to use
it to improve the lives of those with whom they lived and worked.
Isabel’s desire to use her knowledge of information and where to find it to assist
others stayed with her long after the project was finished.
In CNA I have to learn from immigration, changing workplace ... and
welfare, no. But anyway, I have to, in my job, I have to go to the
community. So ... I have to touch those issues ... Since the Changes
Project, I’m always in those issues. Working with those issues. The
Changes Project finished, and I’m still involved. I heard many stories
from immigration, from the changing workplace, from welfare, maybe not
from the law, but yes, it is part of [the students’ lives], so I think that
everything is connected.
I’m still hearing these stories, because now I am in charge of the workers’
rights classes. And in the beginning of each class we talk about why you
are here, and they start to talk and never finish. They talk everything. Or,
I have to make a survey to know if the program works for the students, so
they start to talk, and they continue to talk.visa, welfare...
The thing is I’m already passed from the Changes Project, so I connect
everything. This morning I talked to a woman from Mexico who is trying
to convince her sister to come to CNA again because she wants to learn
English, but she can’t because of visa problem, she has an F2 or whatever,
and I don’t know a lot about visa, but I can’t speak to her about it. We can
talk together about that. And the Changes Project helped me to do that.
I know more about those details, and about the offices involved, etc. And
probably if the Changes Project didn’t exist in my life, I can’t speak about
that. In the same way. Or maybe I can’t pay the same attention. But now
I can talk with her and make some suggestions. (Isabel)
Though the Changes Project is over, Isabel is involved in work to support newly
arrived immigrants and welfare recipients. What she learned during the course of the
project she is still using to help others. It is not just the information, and it is not just
knowing how to access information when she needs it, it is also the ability to make
connections - as she comments, “I connect everything”. The issues are connected, the
underlying causes are connected, the effects are connected, and people’s needs for
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support as a result of the effects are connected - as is the information that is needed, as
are the resources, as are the ways of accessing them. Isabel is thinking increasingly in
terms of systems. In other words, neither are an individual’s problems and concerns
disconnected from the community, nor are the beliefs and structures that perpetuate the
consolidation and dissemination of power disconnected from its effects, nor is what I
do, how I act, what I learn, disconnected from its effects on the personal, the communal
and the societal.
Erica discusses connections, also - how she started building connections with
people, and how this linked her to larger and larger networks of resources and
information. This was a source of strength for her, as well for the communities with
whom she worked.
But through working with the Changes Project, I started noticing that I
started making connections with all different people, and more doors were
being opened to me. Like somebody would find out, or meet me, through
something, see how I did the workshop, like it, and then say, could you
come to my program and do that? And then I started meeting people
through making connections through that.
Um and I started creating a whole network, all these connections, and then
Mass. Legal Services, uh, I became, they asked me to be on their board,
Mass. Justice Project - and so on, and so I accepted, and good came out of
it. (Erica)
Doors began opening for Erica, and she was able to open doors for others. She was
becoming a more and more fluent border Grosser, and therefore, more and more capable,
in turn, of helping others to make the journey.
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“It’s Researching - It’s Not Like Looking for a Needle in A Haystack,
It’s Everywhere. It’s Just Up to You to Go Grab It”
The team members talk about learning how to do research. This was learning
about the specific research methods we used - interviewing and conducting focus
groups and creating surveys - but it was also about using inquiry to get the skills and
information you need to work towards meeting your goals. They learned about how to
make connections between discreet pieces of information, between the personal and the
social, between policies and people’s lives, between what’s in the news and what we
feel on the street. They learned how to analyze information and find common themes.
They learned how to take information and translate it into action. They learned how to
ferret out information - from multiple sources. They learned how to listen and observe.
They learned that awareness leads to action and action leads to awareness. And, they
learned that through inquiring and acting together - trying to find common solutions to
collective problems - there was much greater richness of insight and strength of action.
Dolores talks about her initial fears in joining the project and how these fears
were overcome. I asked her what she thought when Caroline first told her about the
project:
I feel good because I was thinking about it is an opportunity to learn more
and how I practice my English. This is my first thinking. But I felt afraid
to involve in the project but Caroline helped me a lot and explained me
how we all worry - Thanyaluk too - we worry about what happening
because I say I don’t know nothing about that. My English very poor.
But she say no problem because we’re with a guide, who ... they teach
[us]. She explained about the process. And I liked it. I like it because I
learn about that and I can help.... Now I have more skills. I have the
opportunity to know more, and practice for me, was my first thinking that
because I never work in a team, never in my life. (Dolores)
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Thanyaluk said, I learned a lot of thing. Lot of thing to learn new thing for me. Like
research. How to do, how to interview. How to give advice. How to help people. How
to ... many things. I think everything perfect.” Min also talked a great deal about how
much she learned about — and how much she valued her learning about — human
sciences, or qualitative research. Coming from the physical sciences, from a chemistry
background, she was familiar with a type of research that was very concrete, very
structured, very quantitative, very defined. The Changes Project was difficult for her at
first. There was an initial disconnect for her between the qualitative, participatory
research the Changes Project was based on, and the type of research in which Min had
previously been trained.
Every activity was very helpful for me to understand the Changes Project
and I cannot say what was my least favorite ... each has different values,
different meanings, but ...personally I like the research training by
Gretchen because ... I was not familiar with human science and that is
very interesting in my personal experience. I tried to find exactly the result
like what I did in research lab, in chemistry. [Initially] I was very upset. I
mean it was not upset. I mean I was curious about the - during the research
we did not have any results or any concrete data so all I tried to find
exactly somehow it’s like chemistry ...but through the whole research my
mind was changing. Because I participated in the Changes Project, I little
bit understand about human science.
I learned that working with others is like working in cooperative
environment. Through the research I have more room to hear other
members’ opinion. My attitude has been changed because I knew that ...it
cannot have concrete result. Because chemistry is very tight. So if
somebody had not the same result, than either of those fail ....Good or bad
or true or false.. Human science is not like that. Nothing can be true
nothing can be false. So [we] just find a way, with [our] own idea. (Min)
Although this type of research was frustrating to Min at first, she challenged
herself to learn to use it, and did. Not only that, but she becomes familiar with the
different philosophical basis of qualitative vs. quantitative research, as she articulates
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above in her own words (“Human science is not like that. Nothing can be true, nothing
can be false... .So [we] just find a way..Min then talked about how qualitative
research might help her in her future work. She talked about how it has been used to
inform various teaching methods for example.
I think I can use this kind of research skills in my future because you
know in the field of teaching also needs very active way of living. The
trend of teaching has changed a lot the last few years time. In the past
they just try to teach [?], but now as I feel not only teach the students but
also know their emotional or environmental situation. So that you can
give them like a individualized learning, so that is based on the research.
(Min)
Solana mentions research skills specifically as well, “My research and analysis
skills improved,” and here, Angela eloquently describes her learning about research:
I guess the thing that it’s changed about me is I can research now a little
bit. Which is, there’s nothing to it, it’s not a big thing. It’s researching,
it’s looking for sources, or information, that’s there, you’re not even, it’s
not, it’s not like you’re looking for a needle in a haystack, it’s everywhere.
It’s just up to you to go grab it. It’s nothing. ... I’m researching now
[underline added], I’m getting the analysis, and getting the information, I
learned a lot about that, and I enjoyed it, that was something I really ... it
was like well we did hear this a lot, we did hear that a lot...
And to see how many of the things, even with the workplace, as distant as
they were, they had a lot of the same things we did. ... The focus groups,
coming up with the questions for it, those were tough. You had to be like,
you couldn’t, you know, put in your own opinion, you had to word it so
carefully, it wasn’t the question itself, it was how to word it. So that was
tough, but again, it was awesome. (Angela)
Learning about research, for the team members, was part of the process of
learning about how to develop and believe in your own ability to find the information
and resources you need to work towards your goals. As written in a report from PRIA,
a participatory research organization,
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... the process of participatory research is an educative experience for
those engaged in it. The people in the situation become aware and more
knowledgeable through their engagement in [the research]. They become
knowledgeable about methods of knowing and analysis; they become
aware of their situation and possible ways to change the situation. (PRIA
Report, 2002-2003, p. 3)
First is the increasing awareness about the situation and issues being explored, then a
growing facility with accessing and analyzing information and resources. With this
comes an increased ability - and inclination - to use the skills and knowledge to
improve one’s own life and the lives of others. There is a growing confidence and
feeling of power -1 see the need for change - and -1 can be a part of that change. Peter
Park describes it this way:
But why call it research? Cast in the mold of research, the knowledge link
between what is needed for a better life and what has to be done to attain it
is made clearer; knowledge becomes a crucial element in enabling people
once more to have a say in how they would like to see their world put
together and run. Participatory research is a means of putting research
capabilities in the hands of the deprived and disenfranchised people so that
they can transform their lives for themselves. (Park, 1993, p. 1)
It is simultaneously about gaining the ability to access the resources and information
you need, and becoming a more active participant in designing the future.
This sense of increased confidence and ability was also influenced by the fact
that the team members felt they had a great deal of ownership of the project - both its
processes and the outcomes. They made key decisions, they had a big say in directing
the course of events, and it was their analyses, their knowledge, and their ways of
knowing that was valued, and from which action was generated.
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“I Had Ownership About Mv School”
Min valued this feeling of ownership that she and the team had over their work.
This had a strong impact on how she wanted to approach her own work as a teacher.
[I enjoyed my classes, but] being part of the Changes Project or not to be
part of Changes Project makes me so different because I had ownership
about my school.
I think ... that’s my concept about Changes Project. I don’t want to lose
the connection with the Changes Project because the topics is so
interesting. Every time we make the interview questions we make the
focus group questions, we read...so the whole process was made by us.
So I wanted to know the results, even when I was not here [Min went back
to Korea at one point, and also was away later at a summer course in
Minnesota], my mind said to me I was part of the Changes Project.
Research skills can affect my point of view in teaching English, in
teaching students. ... I think there is the best way to learn language ... is
giving the students ownership in their work. ... So that is give the
students their own motivation to learn, and to have ownership. I think that
is the most important part. (Min)
“I had ownership about my school - the whole process was made by us,” Min says.
This dynamic enhanced motivation, and increased self-reliance and self-confidence.
Erica mentions this aspect of the Changes Project too. Ownership had a direct
correlation to skill development.
Well, once we started to work on the Changes Project ... it was great
because all of us were getting certain skills, as far as even giving
interviews. I can remember feeling nervous about even creating surveys,
we had to create questions, and that was, it was, we felt like we were a big
part of it, because here we were creating the questions for this survey for
this big project. You know, I know that I felt that way, and I know that
speaking of [another team member] that she felt that way as well, but we
really, REALLY felt like we were a part of it, and not so much like we
didn’t have a say, you know we had a say about everything, when it came
to the Changes Project. That was really good. (Erica)
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As it is expressed in a report from the participatory research organization PRIA,
The primary objective of participatory research is the production of
knowledge and encouraging the poor and oppressed [i.e. people], and
those who work with them, to generate their own knowledge, control their
own knowledge and control the means of production of knowledge.
(PRIA Report, 2002-2003, p. 7)
Through investigating issues that had a direct impact on them and those they knew and on which they already had expertise, and through ownership of the means and
outcomes of the investigation, the team members began to feel confident in their
knowledge and in their abilities to use it. It was an iterative cycle. The more confident
they felt - in their knowledge and in their voices - the more they felt capable to take
action to make change. As they reflected back on the work, and all that we had created,
they could see that they had done it - not anyone else - they themselves. This only
reiterated their confidence in their abilities and in their desire to continue - within and
beyond the project - to work towards positive change. The now believed that they
could - that they were - contributing members of society, creating, defining, naming,
rejecting, and recreating. They had found their power.

“Now All People Understand Me”
All of the participants who were also immigrants or newcomers to the United
States talked about feelings of loneliness, isolation and fear when they arrived. For
some these feelings lasted for months, for some years. All spoke of how their
participation in the Changes Project helped them to feel connected, and to overcome
their anxieties. They attributed this to the opportunity the Project provided to meet
people, particularly people with similar experiences - those who were also immigrants
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or newcomers to the US. They talked about this in relation to - as also mentioned in the
Relational Knowledge section - learning about life in the US, learning about working
styles and about key issues, and learning how to access information and resources.
They also talked at length about ways in which their English skills improved during the
course of the project. They describe the difference in the way these skills developed in
the context of the project versus in their English classes.
Dolores said that her English classes helped her with grammar and structure, but
that it was through daily practice and real life use of English in the Changes Project that
she felt her ability to apply her knowledge improved. Her experiences speaking in
English at presentations and feeling understood there were also significant in helping
her to build self-assurance. She began to feel more comfortable using English, and
using it in a wider array of venues.
I know I make mistake, I have confusion about the verbs, the present and
the past. I know. But after I make more mistakes than now. Now I know
more. I think when I have to talk I think more than before. I can write
now more than before. The English [classes] helped me because about my
grammar and my [pronunciation]. The Changes Project helped me
because I have to write a lot and I have to translate into English. That give
more ability to write. ... And the Changes Project gave me more
opportunity to talk with other people.we have opportunity to practice
... when we have to talk in Holyoke, or all different presentations. We
have the opportunity to go to like Boston.
I even didn’t went to Holyoke Community College before because I
afraid, because all the time my English. ... This project give me the
opportunity to go. ... In school ... only practice for one hour. They
understand me and I understand them. Now all people understand me.
When I did the presentations, I see the faces. Some people understand,
some people no, but they try to. They give me the confidence to continue.
(Dolores)
Dolores, who came to the US in 1985, spent over ten years feeling frightened to
go out, frightened to speak English.
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When I lived in Springfield the American people tried to say hi, but I
closed my door, I never tried to speak ... all the time I say, “Oh! My
English, my English!” I afraid to try that, but my husband all the time
tried to convey I have to learn. That is true because I live in this country.
I need for go to the doctor, the school for the children, or go to the
supermarket ... everything I need. (Dolores)
Things have changed for her now, however.
Other thing, other time, I have to go to the doctor or make an appointment
and I say please Fernando help me his English better than my English but
now, after the Changes Project, I try for myself. (Dolores)
Not only did Dolores’s skills improve, but so too did her confidence. She had many
opportunities, in the course of her work with the project, to use English in a safe and
supportive space (within the team), and then later, to use it in public spaces, presenting
in front of large audiences. She was understood, she was accepted, what she had to say
was valued. This was profound and went a long way towards helping Dolores to
overcome her fears of speaking. She was now able to move around in the world much
more freely. She believed in herself, and in her ability to navigate the terrain. Practice
in safe spaces, support, valuing, acceptance - gave Dolores the confidence to try out
new territory, to take risks, and to feel the strength that comes from knowing that you
can do what you need to do to take care of yourself and your family (e g. talk to the
doctor, or to the children’s teachers, go to the supermarket).
This is about voice as well as about English. It was difficult for Dolores to
speak when she first arrived in the US, and for many years afterwards, not just because
she didn’t feel confident in her English skills, but also because she was not in a position
of power in this new country to which she had come. She was a Latina immigrant, and
for some years, a welfare recipient. She feared that when she spoke to those who had
insider status, and to those in a position of authority, she would not only not be
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understood, she would be ignored, that what she had to say would be discounted or
scorned.
Language and voice - which is of language - are integrally tied to identity. We
negotiate meaning through language, “Language, as common as the air we breathe, is
the one medium from which we human beings all create and recreate ourselves, our
environment, our world, and our perceptions of it” (Davis, 1995, p. 35). Responses to
the language we speak, acceptance, denial, criticism, are responses to who we are, and
they affect who we are. Voice is about how we name ourselves and each other, how we
invoke power, and how we create and live with what we have created. “.. voice draws
attention to the ideological and cultural dynamics that enable people to define
themselves and speak as part of a wider societal and cultural formation” (Aronowitz &
Giroux, 1991, p. 101). Dolores - through repeated experiences of feeling listened to and
valued for what she had to say - gained the courage to voice herself She stepped into
the conversation - now she too is a part of the talk, contributing to how we define who
we are and how we live as a culture and as a society.
Thanyaluk too had initial insecurities. She says that when Caroline first asked
her to join the project, she didn’t want to. She felt her English was not good enough and
she was anxious, “Because of my English. I afraid [to join]. Because my English is not
good”. It improved, however. “I learned new words. Got new words from [the
Changes Project], Made me speak English good - but not perfect.” Solana talks about
the projects influence on her English, and how this differed from the type of learning
that occurs in class.
.. .Before the research I was thinking no I can’t speak English, I can’t
speak in public, I don’t want to answer the phone because I don’t want to
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talk in English, so when I start taking classes in ILI, and I start working in
the research, I was feeling like I’m getting better in this.
I think when I was taking classes at ILI I was just doing something for
myself. Like I had to learn English, and I’m going to do it. But I think the
Project helped me more with the English than the classes did. [Why?] I
don’t know because in the classes you don’t speak as much as you have to
speak in the Project. And then because of our team, everybody speak in
Spanish, but Min, so we have to speak in English, even if we can speak
Spanish. So, the classes helped me a lot with grammar, but with speaking
and listening, and like I said, doing presentations, I think the project
helped me a lot with language learning.
It was interesting, because there were five of us taking classes in ILI, and
then we stopped taking classes and were just in the project. It was a way
to learn the language without the class. (Solana)
Involvement in the project did not interfere with the participants’ language
learning but rather enhanced it - as well as their confidence in speaking English in a
variety of settings. They attribute this to the amount of time spent using English during
the project, in team meetings, doing translations of interviews, and during presentations
as well as the variety of venues in which they spoke. As in Dolores’s comments earlier,
they had lots of practice in safe spaces before they began addressing unknown
audiences. The fact that they felt listened to, understood, and valued for what they were
saying - by native speakers and by people who were teachers and legislators and social
activists - went a long way towards improving their confidence in their own abilities
and in themselves. This is about English, but also about strengthening voice. And that,
ultimately, is about power.
Min also describes how the Changes Project improved her confidence in her
English skills, as well as how it helped her to feel more comfortable and effective in the
workplace. She learned more about the American working system and work culture,
and also about the dynamics of working with a team. Over time, her career goals
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changed. She came to the US with an advanced degree in Chemistry - and related work
experience, but as her life in the US and her work with the Changes Project evolved, so
did her ideas about what she wanted to - and believed she could - do. She begins by
talking about her growing self-assurance in English:
About my English...before ... I tried to participate in all the activities as a
student, but after the Changes Project, because I have the chance to speak
out of the class, so I tried to be very accurate in my English. ... [There
was] motivation and [it was] more challenging. For the first time, I don’t
want to say, ‘I don’t want to take a risk’. I had to, so I took a little by little
risk, so it helped my English also.
... I was kind of little bit higher level in speaking in English [than my
team mates], but I did not have the confidence at that point to do
something by using English. I just try to speak English a little bit better. I
had never thought about I’m going to use my language in real use ... like
speaking in front of the people because I have to convey the meaning.
[Before] I just learned English in class. (Min)
Eventually, Min gained so much confidence in English and in herself, that she
decided that she wanted to be an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher. She
signed up for TEFL certification classes at UMass, despite her initial fears and worries.
...When I first applied for continuing education, I cried because of fear.
Yes, because of fear. I did not know how much I could do ... in the real
situation, in a competition with the American people, because they are all
like my teachers.
[“You were very brave,” I comment ] Yes, I was very brave, because still
I did not have the confidence, I cried. I was very afraid of taking the
courses. So, but anyway, the reason I applied for that course, which was
the starting point of my career in teaching English, was because of the
Changes Project. Because through the Changes Project I can start further
from just English learning students to the English using person.
She wanted to apply her own experiences to her teaching - she wanted to help her
students to move from being “English learning” to “English using” - having seen the
power of that in her own life in the US. She talks about this:
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When I first joined the CP, I just wanted to do something with somebody, to
use English in a real situation. I... I didn’t recognize that the Changes
Project is so powerful, that it affect my life a lot.
[In classes] it was kind of just in the state of learning English, my
satisfaction was just from, ‘Ok, I can speak little bit better and better than
yesterday,’ but because of the Changes Project I could find that I can use my
English in bigger purpose ... I can assess my goal.... First ... I was not sure
of whether I can be an English teacher or not. Right now, I took teaching of
ESL at UMass. ...
So, the Changes project has meaning in my life because if I can work as
English teacher it is kind of break point. [It helped me with] confidence, of
course and ability, and I learned a lot ... gave me a lot of deeper meaning.
Like first time, I was so afraid of taking just the course. Second time, I can
get out of that fear. (Min)
Min continues, describing now how learning about American working culture and
working with a team influenced her choices:
I know that Changes Project was very helpful in my starting to college in
that course ...because they need the skill like working with others, like
cooperation work, and also because I already had experience with working
with the American people.
If I just took that course without working Changes Project, I had a harder
time to figure out. Because Korean working system and American
working system are different. So I already get through that experience
working with other Americans. I know how can I build with the time, and
how can I manage my part, and how much can I take the position in my
work. It was the hard part, but it makes me like, go a little bit further.
(Min)
Skills and knowledge developed within the Changes Project were never
divorced from their use, in fact, were often developed through action. Everything that
the team members learned they applied - analyzing, assessing, collaborating, informing,
creating, acting - and every action had a direct impact on their lives or the lives of
others.

“Now I Am a Teacher”
Other team members talk about changes in their careers because of what they
learned during the course of the project. Both Thanyaluk and Dolores started out as
students and became teachers. This was related to the confidence they gained during
the course of the project, as well as to skills they developed. In addition to research and
English skills, both Dolores and Thanyaluk learned computer skills. The skills and
confidence translated into career opportunities - and these in turn continued to build
their skills as well as strengthen their belief in their capabilities. As Thanyaluk says,
“Now I have part time at CNA. ... Now I learned computer - Now I am a teacher.” In
addition, she also began tutoring in the English classes.
When [the teacher] teach everybody [she says] ok find your tutor. I stay
there and help. Help student in intermediate classes and beginning class
... When I worked with Changes Project with our group, our team, help
me to get a new word [and helped me teach]. Help me both.
Dolores was given a job by CNA translating Spanish into English, using the
computer. Then they asked her to become an assistant in the computer classes. It was
hard, Dolores said, and she cried initially, feeling she couldn’t do it. She overcame her
fears, however, and began teaching three classes a week. She said,
Now I can teach both Americans and Spanish. I say I am sorry for my
English. My pronunciation. They say, no problem. ... And now that’s
true. Now I feel happy because I can teach. Now I understand more than
before.
The Changes Project supported team members in developing skills that were
immediately applicable to helping them in working towards reaching our collective
goals. These skills included how to access - and disseminate - information and
resources, howto inquire individually and collectively, and improved English skills. As
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these skills developed, so too did the team members’ confidence. The more they used
their skills and saw the positive outcomes and responses, the stronger the skills became,
and the stronger they became - in their beliefs in their own power, and in their ability to
voice themselves. They knew they now that their knowledge was legitimate and valid,
they knew they had expertise and they knew how to use it, they knew that much of what
was created and accomplished during the course of the Changes Project was because of
them, and they knew that if they wanted to effect change (and they did) they could.
They began to move from the margins to the front and center - both in their own minds
- as well as in terms of their active participation in how we, as a society and a culture,
create and recreate ourselves.

Conclusion
In this chapter, team members from CNA, ELI and the MP, describe the meaning
they made through their participation in the Changes Project. The chapter is divided
into three major themes - relational knowledge, reflective knowledge, and
representational knowledge (Park, 1993, 1998). In the first section, team members,
particularly those who are newcomers to the US, relate how they begin to feel more
connected to each other, and to wider society. They describe how as their feelings of
isolation and fear lessen, they begin to feel a greater sense of confidence. In addition,
as the team members feel more connected to each other, they learn more about how the
various issues we were researching affected each other. They learned more about each
other’s lives and perspectives. They talk about how as the relationship and connection
deepened, so did their learning about the effects of the issues. This led to greater
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empathy - they relate - and concurrently a stronger desire to act, to help and to support
each other, to work to mitigate the effects of the issues, to make positive change.
At the same time, many of the team members talk about discovering their own
prejudices and stereotypes - prejudices they were not aware they had. Their surprise in
seeing these in themselves, leads them to reflect on how insidious they are, and how
damaging. This insight leads to a growing awareness of the influence of bias and
stereotype on laws and policies, and on the structure of society. The more they see
these links and the more they work to challenge their own prejudices, the greater their
desire to work to challenge bias and prejudice in society at large.
In the second section on reflective knowledge, the team members describe how
they move from felt and empathic knowing to a deepening critical awareness of the
issues. They talk about how they begin to see the connections between their own
realities - and those of their peers and colleagues - and the ways in which power is
maintained and distributed in society. They recount how through analysis and
collective reflection on various experiences and on what they were learning about the
issues, they begin to consider the ways in which power is maintained and distributed in
society. They talk about a growing awareness around how knowledge is valued - how
some knowledge, and ways of expressing it, is valued more highly than others. They
begin to see how the valuing of knowledge (whose is valued and whose is not) is one of
the processes that underlies how power is maintained and reiterated.
Their felt and empathic knowing, their greater sense of connection to each other
and to society, leads to a deepening critical analysis of the issues. They articulate their
inci easing awareness of structural inequities and how they are perpetuated. The more
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critically aware they become of these processes, they say, the more they want to
challenge them. They then talk about how, as they begin to take action to do so, they
begin to feel stronger, and more confident in their abilities. They describe this process,
and the ways in which their changing perceptions of the world and their actions in it in
turn change their perceptions of themselves - their identities and their futures. Many of
them describe how they want to continue to take action to help support others and to
challenge injustice, and some talk about work they are currently doing (outside of the
project) - or plan to be doing - to further those goals. They describe how their
participation in the project has influenced their future plans, along with their
conceptions of themselves and themselves as members of society, and the ways in
which it has made them feel more confident in their knowledge and their abilities.
In the final section in this chapter, team members discuss how their participation
in the project helped them to develop certain skills. The non-native speakers of English
describe how their confidence in speaking English improved through using it in real
settings - in team meetings, in whole group gatherings, in speaking out at public
venues. They relate how this helped them to feel more confident in their personal lives
and participate in wider array of activities and decisions. One woman, for example,
described how after living in the US for over ten years, she was finally able to call the
doctor on behalf of her children, an activity for which she had previously relied on her
husband, and was no longer afraid of going out into her neighborhood and community.
The team members also describe how they learned more about the process of doing
research, and that this also helped them to feel more confident. One participant talks
about how she learned that she was doing work that graduate students did, and - while
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at first she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to do it - she learned that not only could she,
it really wasn’t that hard. That made her want to continue trying new things and taking
on new challenges.
Team members also relate how learning about the issues helped them to learn
more about life in the United States, how laws and policies are made, and how to access
information and resources. They talk about how this made them feel more capable of
managing their lives, getting necessary information, and participating in decisions that
affected them. At the same time, it also increased their desire to help others to do the
same. Several team members talk about actions they took to this end, for example,
helping newly arrived immigrants to make sense of Immigration Reform legislation and
to find the resources and support they need. Finally, the team members speak about the
ownership they felt of the Changes Project and the work that they did within it and how
this ownership made them feel stronger and more capable. “We did that”, they could
say, “we made that, and so if we can do that, we can do anything.”
In the next chapter, the Site Research Facilitators reflect on their participation in
the project. The themes that emerged from the Site Research Facilitators reflections are
quite different from those emergent from the Team Members presented in Chapters 5
and 6. The Site Research Facilitators were not themselves affected directly by the
issues we were researching. In addition, most already felt some confidence in being
able to “participate in the dialogue,” to speak to wider audiences and be heard. There
are parallels, however, in that the SRFs also describe their learning about skills
(representational knowledge), their learning about the links between connectedness,
empathy and action - and the power of this (relational knowledge), and about deepening
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and changing analyses of where social change comes from and how to contribute to it
(reflective knowledge). Their reflections center primarily, however, around what they
learned as educators - what they learned about their identities as educators, what they
learned about how to facilitate participatory processes, and their evolving thoughts on
how to work with others to create positive social change - particularly in terms of
helping those who have historically been marginalized to begin participating in the
dialogue. In these senses, the themes emergent from the Site Research Facilitators’
descriptions are different qualitatively from those presented in Chapters 5 and 6. They
speak from the perspective of educators and facilitators grappling with how to work
best to create educational processes that help others to speak more loudly and widely
and to feel more confident in their abilities to contribute and to make change, not from
the perspective of those who are directly affected by the issues - as the team members
were.
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CHAPTER 6

SITE RESEARCH FACILITATORS
In this chapter, four Site Research Facilitators describe their learning from their
participation in the Changes Project. The chapter is organized into three primary
sections reflecting the three primary emergent themes. The first is, “I Am Not Sure
How to Begin.” In this section, SRFs talk about their initial experiences in the project,
trying to understand and come to terms with what the project was about and their own
roles within it. This was the most challenging time period for the Site Research
Facilitators. In the second section, “The Key Word I Read is Connection,” SRFs
describe how they begin to feel more connected to their team members, to each other
and to the other teams. A common mission and identity begins to emerge along with a
greater sense of focus, comfort and ease. In the third section, “It’s Transforming
Education, and That’s What We Did,” the SRFs reflect on their learning about
themselves as educators and facilitators, about how to facilitate participatory processes,
and about how to facilitate processes which lead to positive social change and greater
participation from those who have historically been marginalized. There is a fourth and
final section, shorter than the others, which describes changes not included in the first
three major themes. These relate to changes in identity and future directions as
expereinced and articulated by one of the SRFs.
The heading titles (except for the final section’s, “Other Changes”) are quotes
from the SRFs that reflect the theme being discussed in that section. As I was also one
of the Site Research Facilitators in the Changes Project, I include data from my own
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project journals - and use the personal pronouns I, we and our - where relevant. This
chapter is organized into major themes and sub-themes as follows:
Gitana was born in Sao Paulo, Brazil where she lived for 22 years. She has
a bachelor's degree in English Language from PUC (Pontificia
Universidade Catolica). She moved to Radford, Virginia in 1992 and
received a Master's in Teaching English as a Second Language in May of
1993. Since then, she has been teaching ESL to adult students in a number
of different settings.
Renata has become very interested in making online learning accessible to
her students. She is now pursuing a Master's Degree in Teaching with
Internet Technologies at Marlboro College. She plans to help teachers to
incorporate technology into the classroom to supplement their teaching.
(Changes Project Report on-line, 2000)
•

“I
♦
♦
♦
♦

•

“The Key Word I Read is CONNECTION”
♦ “I’m Starting to Relax - Although I Am Not Sure What I am
Doing, it Will Be a Wonderful Process”

•

“It’s Transforming Education, and That’s What We Did”
♦ “Having Faith in People When They Don’t Have Faith in
Themselves”
■ “Keeping the Gate Open”
■ “Dealing with Nebulousness and Complexity”
♦ “How to Create That Space”
■ “It’s Made of Listening”
■ “We Need to Change the Dialogue”
■ That’s the Story - People Know
■ “Holding Up A Mirror”
Other Changes
♦ “I Want People to Understand That What I Believe In Has A
Lot to Do with Where I Came From”
■ “If I Can’t Be a Good Teacher Then I Don’t Want to Be
a Teacher”

•

Am Not Sure How to Begin”
“It Was Really Intense... It Was Way Too Ambitious”
“We Didn’t Have a Clear Common Mission”
“I Don’t Know How to Get Out of the Driver’s Seat
“It Consumed Us ... It Was Our Lives”
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Following are introductions to the Site Research Facilitators that they wrote for
the Changes Project Report in 2000:
Gitana was born in Sao Paulo, Brazil where she lived for 22 years. She has
a bachelor's degree in English Language from PUC (Pontificia
Universidade Catolica). She moved to Radford, Virginia in 1992 and
received a Master's in Teaching English as a Second Language in May of
1993. Since then, she has been teaching ESL to adult students in a number
of different settings. Gitana has become very interested in making online
learning accessible to her students. She is now pursuing a Master's Degree
in Teaching with Internet Technologies. She plans to help teachers to
incorporate technology into the classroom to supplement their teaching.
(Changes Project Report, p. 146, 2000)
Jenny was the Site Research Facilitator for the Mentor Program at
Holyoke Community College as well as the Coordinator of the Mentor
Program, which she started in 1993 to provide support for ABE learners
who are making a transition to college. Ann is also a doctoral student in
the Language, Literacy and Culture Program at UMass/Amherst and is
writing a dissertation, partly based on the Changes Project, that explores
metaphors about education, welfare reform, and women's lives. Jenny is a
51 year-old white woman who speaks English as her first language and
Spanish as her second. "My work with the Changes Project has enriched
my life in emotional, social, political, intellectual, and spiritual ways. I am
thoroughly convinced of the multiple and far-reaching benefits of
participatory action research, as a powerful method for generating and
accessing knowledge, for empowering participants, for fostering dialogue
between groups of people who otherwise would not have access to each
other, and for transforming institutions."
(Changes Project Report, p. 119, 2000)
Kate: “I was bom in the United Sates, near Boston, Massachusetts.
Growing up I listened to my Nan and Grampa tell stories about leaving
Ireland and growing up immigrant in Cambridge. I have worked as an
administrator, trainer, and educator in non-profit-ABE and community
college settings for the past ten years. I believe that participatory research
is an important educational tool because it combines investigation,
reflection, and action to create change. This education-in-action is a
perfect blend to help people achieve their goals and to improve our
communities and society. People say I am organized, hard working and
friendly and that I am adventuresome in my eating habits.” Kate served as
the Site Research Facilitator for the Center for New Americans team. She
is a native speaker of English and also speaks Spanish. She also works as
CNA's Fundraising Coordinator. (Changes Project Report, p. 67, 2000)
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Sherry Russell, the Site Research Racilitator and a team member on the
RWN team "I am a thirty-five year old woman. I am from the United
States, but have never lived in one particular place for more than a few
years. I have been teaching - in various settings - for close to fifteen years,
and have been involved in adult education for about ten years. I am
currently also a graduate student (focusing on adult non-formal education).
I am white, from a middle class background, and my native language is
English.”

“I Am Not Sure How to Begin”
On the ground of the pre-reflective landscape or understanding, the
individual develops or learns to take a variety of perspectives on the
world. ... Each time he/she is with others - in dialogue, in teaching¬
learning situations, in mutual pursuit of a project-additional new
perspectives open; language opens possibilities of seeing, hearing,
understanding. Multiple interpretations constitute multiple realities; the
“common” itself becomes multiplex and endlessly challenging, as each
person reaches out from his/her own ground toward what might be, should
be, is not yet. ... It is actually in the process of effecting transformations
that the human self is created and re-created. (Greene, 1988, p. 21)
... Forming participative spaces takes more time, energy, skill,
persistence, optimism and resources than we usually reckon on. (Reason,
2004, p. 4)
During the first phase of the project, the Site Research Facilitators spent a lot of
time trying to understand what the Changes Project was about, and their role(s) within
it. There were three primary questions that we struggled with at this stage:
1. Where are we going?
2. Flow are we going to get there? and
3. Who are we (as individual SRFs, as an SRF Group, as Site Teams, and as a
Project)?
The Site Research Facilitators played multiple roles. Two of the primary roles
were as facilitators and as researchers. We facilitated the site teams and a participatory
research process. We were researchers within a participatory action research project.
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Yet we also served as bridgers. We bridged between the many different Changes
Project entities, and the expectations of each: ourselves; the SRF Group; the Site
Teams; the Advisory Board; the Director; the funders (that is, their expectations in
terms of what was promised regarding outcomes and processes) and, the sponsoring
organizations. Bridging meant: communicating; translating; delivering; informing;
balancing, and negotiating. The Site Research Facilitators were also navigators, in
often-uncharted waters. We tried to plot a course, to figure out not only how to set sail
and keep our boats afloat, but how to determine where we were going and how to get
there. The sea we navigated through, the ocean we explored, was participatory action
research. Initially, not only were our roles unclear, but it was not clear that there would
be so many, that in fact, a defining feature of the SRF position would be its multiplicity.
Much of the first six months, if not full year, of the project were spent trying to
clarify roles and tasks, and to learn how to carry them out effectively. It was also spent
in developing our identities -as SRFs, as facilitators and as researchers. At the same
time, we were in the process of trying to define the identities of each of the project
entities - the site teams, the site team members, the SRF group - and of the project
itself. The project did develop an identity over time, but initially, it was simply a loosely
connected set of discreet parts. Much of the first phase of the project was spent trying
to develop and to understand these discreet parts, the connections between them, and
who we were within them.
The Site Research Facilitators, as the primary bridgers between the varied
and multi-tentacled parts of the project, and as the navigators trying to set
a course, had much to manage and to learn. The comments of the Site
Research Facilitators during the project’s first phase revolve around this
initial process of identity formation, role and task definition and balancing
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of expectations. It is the story of how the SRFs tried to make sense of the
project and of the multiplicity of their own roles within it.
The story also pivots around the lightening rod word “participatory.” That the
Changes Project was based on “participatory” assumptions, beliefs and philosophy, that
the project strove to remain true to participatory assumptions, beliefs and philosophy,
that the Site Research Facilitators were those responsible for the initial implementation
and nurturing of a participatory process, this was a source of much soul-searching,
questioning - and often - angst amongst the Site Research Facilitators, particularly in
the project’s first year. At the same time, an emerging contradiction became apparent
between a participatory process which is organic and in which the project grows from
the ground up, designed and implemented by those who are its beneficiaries (not
necessarily without the help of outside allies), and the external structure imposed on the
Changes Project by the proposal and funding requirements. This dichotomy was not
initially clear to those of us on the ground, but added to the confusion early on in the
project as we grappled with trying to understand what “participatory” meant - for us
and for the project. We asked many questions: What is participatory? What does it
mean to BE participatory? Is this project participatory? How do I facilitate a
participatory process? How do I find my own identity and role within this?
The Site Researchers’ comments from the project’s first phase center on this
initial questioning and exploration. They are about the challenges and struggles
encountered in trying to make sense of the multiplicity and in trying to carve out
«

structure from what often seemed like chaos. While each of the Site Research
Facilitators had a different experience of the project, there are commonalities. The
questioning, the struggles involved in trying to make sense, and periods of self-doubt
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were all commonalities. In the Changes Project, a truism is that we often did not know
where we were going until we got there. As Gitana says, “I don’t think anyone could
have predicted what was going to happen.” Following are the comments and
experiences of the Site Research Facilitators during the project’s first phase.

“It Was Really Intense... It Was Way Too Ambitious”
Kate and Jenny’s experiences of the project begin with the project proposal. Of
the five Site Research Facilitators, they were the only two who participated in the
proposal writing process. Jenny’s negotiations between the various identities and
expectations began during the proposal writing process. She describes how lost she
initially felt in the process.
I went to every single meeting of this grant writing process. It was really
intense. ... I had very little experience really of group dynamics except
for being in classrooms. That I knew. I knew how to deal with that and
how to do that. But this sort of working with programs, with program
heads, people with different agendas and different kinds of experiences
and different kinds of power different hierarchical structures, and like just
so much, I felt very lost. And that’s why I think it was such an intense
experience for me to be part of that grant writing.
She stuck with it because she had a strong motivation to do so. She was already
involved in similar work with the Mentors in the Mentor Project she directed at HCC.
For Jenny, more than for - and different from - any of the other SRFs, the Changes
Project was a continuation of work in which she was already involved and to which she
was very much committed. It was a vehicle to allow the work to continue, in an
expanded and more multiple form.
Because I was just like I wanted to do this. And I knew that I had to go
and I had to hang in these like three hour meetings and I had to like say
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my bit because I really wanted to do this, I wanted to be part of it, and I
knew that not everybody was going to be part of it.
Kate talks about the proposal itself, and challenges it presented, referring to it as “a
poorly tailored garment.”
The most challenging thing was the way - the proposal was a poorly
tailored garment, Alex said once. That stuck in my mind. There were so
many things that had to get met. Like participatory. It was always
interesting to me to hear that participatory was just one aspect, and not the
most important part. ... CNA is participatory and this is going to fit - and
that’s what I thought the total focus was, and then there were all kinds of
different needs to meet and we had all the many different people, the
funders, the... So I think that it was really large - we promised to do so
much, we were so many different groups ... but then again there was the
richness when the groups came together.
Jenny also comments on the largeness of how much we promised to do in the proposal.
Looking back, it was way too ambitious, but that’s inevitable. So. We
were saying we would do all this quantitative stuff and all this qualitative
stuff.... We set ourselves up in a way but we accomplished a lot - because
[ultimately] we did what we said we would.
We did do what we said we would, but initially it was hard to imagine that we could.
The expectations seemed so huge; we said we would accomplish so much. Plus, the
project included many different actors all of whom needed to coordinate and work
together to achieve the goals - and stay true to the process - outlined in the proposal.
The project’s large scope and its multiplicity of actors was intimidating. In relation to
this, and particularly in the beginning stages of the project, the SRFs often questioned
their abilities. All of the SRFs talk about experiencing initial feelings of inadequacy.
Jenny talks about the challenges of trying to create a structure, and particularly in the
beginning, of trying to achieve a balance between facilitating a participatory process
and knowing certain tasks got done.
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I think it was difficult, in a lot of ways, in the beginning, to be working
with a group of people I didn’t even know. I had ... a lot of insecurity
about my experience. ... I feel like it was difficult. It was difficult to
work in a group, to have so much ahead of us. To try to be creating a
structure.
A lot of times I felt tension between wanting to get the work done and knowing
it had to be participatory. I think I felt I failed a lot at that. I say in one of my first set
of field notes.
I feel a sense of excitement, and a feeling of trepidation simultaneously.
I'm not sure how to begin. I feel doubts in my own abilities. At the same
time I feel like if I can just start off right, the team will take over and will
really go with this. I have faith in the students at Read/Write/Now, just
questions about my ability to provide the initial direction.
I feel anxious ... will I do a good job? Will I be able to achieve a balance
between providing enough direction and structure to allow people to get
going, to ultimately really take control, and either not enough so people
don’t feel that there’s anything solid enough there for them to grab a hold
of, and too much, so that I end up shutting people down, disencouraging
people from taking hold and going in their own directions.
And then, very shortly thereafter I write an entry that begins.
Last night, I wasn’t successful in any role, as facilitator or as someone
trying to provide enough structure so that others could eventually stand up
and take over. I just sort of let the ball go.
Kate mentions that she felt a bit intimidated - initially- by the scope and breadth
of the issues we were to research. She questioned her own expertise.
I think that was it, the topics were important, but - not that I knew a lot
about it -1 knew about immigration and Welfare Reform, but I certainly
wasn’t an expert. A lot of it felt intimidating, but the assumption I had
was you know the participatory nature - it’ll be about what we know
about these things as well as policy or expert information.
Ghana’s feelings of initial confusion, of lack of clarity about roles, of self-doubt and
intimidation were compounded by the fact that she felt like an outsider in the Site
Research Facilitator Team itself, and from the very beginning. In this her experiences
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differ from those of the other SRFs represented here. Her feelings of being different
started in the initial job interview.
When I got into that room and I saw I think it was six people ... they all
looked pretty unified in terms of where they were coming from. That was
a little intimidating. At that point the questions they were asking did not
make a lot of sense because I had not been in this country for that long to
understand what those issues were ... and I just felt that I would end up
working with all of these women that didn’t relate to me in a very
international way.
Yet Gitana still wanted to do it, “It was a challenge. It was something that was
going to be hard for me, and I knew that from the beginning, even before we started.”
Her desire to be a part of it, however, did not make it any less difficult. The project was
difficult for Gitana in ways that she never could have anticipated. The challenges were
so great, ultimately, that in retrospect she was not certain that the difficulties
outweighed the rewards.
I think that ...this might be very different from what you’ve heard from
everybody else, but I want to be honest. ... I don’t regret doing this work,
and never will, I think it was... very, very, very challenging, very
difficult.. .there were parts of it that were rewarding [but I] don’t think that
the difficult and the challenging can be balanced by the rewarding and the
things that we would change, I don’t think that it can.
She elaborates.
... The beginning was just really tough - trying to understand not only
what the project was about, but also trying to understand people that I was
working with, who came from a variety of different backgrounds... And
not feeling that, I really felt that I did not have enough [experience] ...
compared to ... all of the other ... that I was not ready. I really felt that
way and I also felt ... I did feel that I was an outsider. Because, I was
coming from a different cultural background, and everything else, on top
of my experience, my work experience, and I thought that there were a lot
of things that were very academic about the project. And I thought that
that was difficult to [translate] for the [research] team members ... and it
was difficult for me too. Even though I had been in academia ... I just felt
that the language of the project shouldn’t be ...the priority shouldn’t be an
academic language. Because that, that, didn’t make it participatory.
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Gitana felt an outsider on many different levels. She felt different from the
group because she was Brazilian and the rest of the group was white, middle-class,
American and not first or second generation. She felt different culturally, and she felt
different in terms of her work and academic experiences. Also, the SRF groups’
discourse seemed very academic to Gitana. Not only did this contribute to her feelings
of alienation, but it made it more difficult for her to bridge between the SRF group and
her own team at ILI. She talks about this later in this section. Jenny also noticed the
homogeneity of the SRF team.
So, we got the money and everybody was totally psyched, and we started
setting [the project] up, and I worked that whole fall with the program
people, and then staffing, and then interviewing people, and I definitely
had my doubts about how we did that. I had some serious qualms. We
were all white, we were all women, until Gitana came on.
The questioning we each did about our roles and our identities within the
project, and the struggles we had, were that much greater for Gitana. Her honest
descriptions in the next section make this apparent. At first, however, we were all
trying to understand what the project was about and who we were in relation to it.
When initially confronted with its multiplicity and with its large scope, we felt varying
senses of inadequacy in the face of it. While these feelings lessened over time, self¬
questioning was a constant feature of the SRF landscape - ultimately yielding rich
growth and insight - but not without first yielding uncertainty.

“We Didn’t Have a Clear Common Mission”
In the beginning, we had very little idea where we would end up. During the
first phase of the project, the SRF experience was dominated by attempts to define and
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develop identities and roles (what is the Changes Project? What is an SRF? Where do
the site teams fit in? How do I bridge between the site teams and the SRF group?), and
to get a sense of the size and shape of the project. The participatory aspect of the
project prompted yet more questioning. We tried to understand what participatory
meant for the project’s design, processes, norms, and expectations. We tried to
understand what it meant for us as researchers and facilitators. We did this through trial
and error, and through reflection and processing, both individually and as a group.
During this process, we often wondered about our abilities as facilitators. We
worried about whether or not we could achieve a balance between providing too much
structure and too little. We wondered how to lead without dominating, and how to step
out of the leadership role to leave room for others to step in. There was so much
unknown. We had a bare bones structure, we had promised outcomes, and we had an
idea that we would follow participatory principles and processes, but beyond that, the
rest was up to us. When the project seemed at its biggest and most overwhelming, that
is when we craved structure the most. The more amorphous and undefined the project and our roles within it - seemed, the proportionally greater our desire for something
concrete and tangible, something we could hold on to, however temporary or illusory.
What follows are the comments and descriptions of the Site Research
Facilitators as they grapple with the initial identity and role definition, and with what I
call the “P” (to stand for all things Participatory), the exploring and questioning of
which was a constant feature of the Changes Project landscape.
As the Changes Project evolved it took on a life of its own. It became
something larger than the sum of its parts. In the beginning, however, it
was nothing more than its parts. The identity of each part was much
greater than the whole, and we each came in with our allegiances.
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As Kate came from an Organizational Development (OD) background, she had helpful
frameworks from the OD field she used in trying to make sense of the project.
There wasn’t a clear, common mission - in an organizational sense. There
were a lot of different missions. And I think for the SRF group, when we
got together, we were having to negotiate that, almost every time - not
every time, but every big activity or decision. At first I felt like we’re
CNA -1 have to keep hold of this - and eventually giving that up realizing
that here is this thing, I have to work with it, it’s not going to be how I
originally envisioned it. We as a group had to make the adjustments. And
I felt we had to make those adjustments a lot and our old, our original
perceptions would pop up ...
For the Changes Project to develop an identity as an entity unto itself, the SRF
team needed a sense of identity. They needed to feel a sense of cohesion and of unified
purpose. The SRFs had to learn to trust and rely on each other. With the project’s
complexity and multiplicity, and with so much unknown, the SRF team was a critical
support. It was the one space in which we could grapple with our questions, reflect on
how we were doing, and try to clarify where we were going.
Team identity did not happen all at once, however, and at the same time, the
extent to which the SRF group served as a support differed for each of us. Jenny talks
about her initial doubts.
Yeah, I think it was difficult, in a lot of ways, in the beginning, to be
working with a group of people I didn’t even know. I had. I’m sure, a lot
of insecurity about my experience. I had. I’m trying to see myself, and
maybe it’s not a good exercise to try to see myself... from other people’s
eyes. I feel like, I feel like it was difficult.... It was difficult to work in a
group, to have so much ahead of us. To try to be creating a structure. You
know what is participatory. To have so much open - it’s a difficult part of
the research process. That’s what it is.
And then it’s compounded by working with a group of people you don’t
know [the SRFs]. So the difficulty for me was, I mean it wasn’t all
difficult, it was very exciting. I think I had some reservations about [some
of the Changes Project members]. Um. Which I completely - are gone

281

now. So. You know. That. I learned a lot. I’m so glad that I got to learn
to work so intensively. And it’s really amazing, 1 think about that. We all
stayed, nobody left. Nothing interfered with that. That is pretty amazing.
Halfway through the project, things changed, we became clearer about what we
were doing, where we were going, about the project’s identity, and about our own. In
the beginning, however, so little was clear, including how much we were going to be
able to trust and rely on each other and on the group. Jenny articulates this.
So, at some point, I don’t know, maybe halfway through or something, it
became enjoyable. It just wasn’t a struggle. It’s not that we didn’t have
struggle, but what I mean is that I would go into it knowing that
everything was gonna work out. You know we’d have little spats, and this
and that, but it felt like a whole ... I didn’t have faith in the group as a
group yet, in the beginning.
As we got to know each other and learned to work together and trust each other, faith
did develop - the sense that things will work out even if we were not sure how. Jenny
says that began for her about halfway through the project. That was when she began to
trust that the group was a whole, that it had resilience. No matter what sort of small
disagreements we had, we would weather them intact.
Each of the SRFs experienced the SRF team differently however. Of all of the
Site Researchers represented here, Gitana felt the least connection to the team.
Although she craved support, she became increasingly resigned to the fact that for her,
it would not come from the SRF group. Instead, Gitana continued to feel an outsider to
the group, alienated from it and voiceless within it. She begins by talking about how
she began to feel comfortable within her site team, and contrasts this to the dynamics
she experienced within the SRF group.
[We shared experiences around being in the US as immigrants and as nonAmericans] and after awhile it [our site team] became a little bit of a
support group. ...and I allowed a little bit of that to happen because I
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thought that that was bringing us closer... people were having personal
problems, and sometimes we took the time to talk about that. We decided
that we didn’t want the ILI [school] environment anymore [so we started
meeting at people’s houses]. [One team member’s] house was very nice,
plants all over, background music. The school environment for me I ... .1
actually proposed them and said you know I don’t want to be here (ILI) all
of the time, can we make this much more of a support group. So the
school environment, the classroom, the blackboard, it’s really not helping
us. And I thought that we really jumped to a different place... when we did
that... we got closer and knowing a bit about each other’s personal
lives...
Gitana contrasts this feeling to the feeling she had in the SRF group.
I think that was also a tricky part for me in relating to all of you and
sometimes I felt a little weird about certain things ... it’s a cultural thing
and that’s why with the team members it was easier [she is referring to her
site team], because coming from where they come from ... wanting to
relate on the personal level more than just as a co-worker. That was very
difficult for me being with the SRFs....and I felt sometimes intruding...or
sometimes that I just needed to know a little bit about where people were
coming from ... .1 know nothing about [one of the SRF]’s life.
NOTHING. I have no idea ...I know she has a sister and she has two
nieces and that’s about it. ... But, I felt very uncomfortable even talking
about that. I don’t feel uncomfortable talking about myself, BUT ...I don’t
know much about [another SRF]’s life - people just don’t feel comfortable
and that was a little bit of barrier to me to feel comfortable even to share
things about the project that I was feeling bad about, or awkward about...
Gitana then describes how she often felt voiceless in the SRF meetings, especially in the
beginning. She also had philosophical conflicts with the group, one of which she names
below.
Some of my identity ... that’s what I let go a lot in the beginning of the
project. Sometimes I felt like screaming and saying. No, no, wait a minute.
What you are saying really I don’t understand ...it doesn’t make any sense.
And sometimes I should have said more because I could have brought in
this other perspective of coming from a third world country and knowing a
little about what people experience there ...and whether or not people want
that to change and how people feel about it... because sometimes I
thought it was an intrusion, sometimes I felt like it was trying to fix
something that’s not fixable.
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When I asked Gitana to clarify what she meant by “fixing something that’s not
fixable”, she said,
Fix people’s lives. How do you dare to even think that you have the ...?
[That you] know what it takes or if people even want you to do that or
... sometimes I think that it was really way too much. [Being able to say
what I felt in the SRF group] got a little better as we went along.
Sometimes people would hear what I had to say ... [but] a lot of the times,
it was difficult for me to even articulate...
The philosophy and rhetoric of participatory action research (i.e. taking action to make
change once oppressive structures or situations are revealed - with both the research
and the action being carried out by those who are affected, not necessarily without the
help of allies) underlay many of our conversations and much of our work in the
Changes Project.
Gitana felt that our rhetoric could be condescending and egocentric. How could
we think we could change things - and such BIG things as, for example, Welfare
Reform policy? (She talks a little bit more about this later in this section). She also
wondered how we could know if people wanted to be changed, or to make change.
These questions and frustrations with our work and our conversations were
compounded for Gitana by the fact that she didn’t feel she could articulate herself in the
SRF group. Not only did she often feel out of synch with the group in terms of culture,
background, style and philosophy, she also felt that there were too many competing
voices for her to be heard.
I mean [in the SRF meetings] I had like 4 or 5 topics that I really wanted
to talk about and that never happened because there were six of us, and
there were always so many burning issues that we had to deal with, and I
thought ok well ... but there were 20 other issues that needed to be
discussed anyway.
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The opportunities the SRF group offered for reflection, for processing, and for
questioning were not always present for Gitana. She had to seek support elsewhere, and
ultimately; I think she was not always able to find it.
Kate reflects on her first experiences with the SRF group. She describes how
she began realizing the various expectations and identities she would need to navigate
and bridge between. She talks about trying to come to terms with to whom she was
accountable. She discusses the varying perceptions she encountered on the SRF group
regarding, for example, what “participatory” means. Her initial expectations did not
always match what she encountered. She, too, like Gitana, felt that the work with her
own site team was clearer, less amorphous, and more concrete than the work we did
within the SRF team.
I do remember ... there were definitely ... two different trains of work.
There was like the work at CNA and then there was the collaborative work
between all of us. The work at CNA was - it seemed clearer, it was clear,
and then when we all got together as a group, it was divergent.
And I do remember, when we were first trying to work ... we were going
to have some common tool or possible product ... trying to decide what
that would be, and people were bringing up different things, and I was
very concerned with all this like there definitely seemed to be different
perceptions about participatory and how important that was ... I’m
accountable over here and I’m accountable over here, how do I manage to
- so there were like different kinds of work going on. And for me, I mean
like the CNA tract was clearer and easier, I had this ... team of people so
it felt like really problem-free in a certain way - Working with that group I
thought was the most valuable learning.
I also grappled with role definition, but talk less about the role of the SRF group
than my own ro!e(s) as an SRF. I struggled too with trying to understand the roles of
my site team and its members. I write in one of my first field note entries about this
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confusion. I felt like I was not clear about any of the roles, and was falling short in
fulfilling all of them.
Last night I had the third CHANGES meeting with the Wednesday night
group. I felt really ... afterwards quite low. I felt like I wasn’t able to
provide a direction, as if I was unclear about my role, as if I hadn’t
prepared well enough, as if the group too felt my own lack of clarity. At
this point, I am still very much “in charge” of the group, both my own
doing, and the expectations of the group members. I started out as
facilitator, and as person who knows what the grant is asking us to do. I
wanted over time to move the facilitation more to the group, away from
me.
Still, I’m confused too about the research team itself They’re researchers
and also participants. What is my role? What do I do with the TALK, all
of which is data, all of which they’ve already generated? I don’t know.
This next section gives a small window into how our larger more general
questions about role definition, and about trying to figure out where we were going and
how, came up on a daily basis in our site team meetings and in the smallest of details.
The attempts to cone to terms with what we were doing and where we were going
played out not just theoretically, but in our every action.
I felt with this group like I had felt the week before with the Wednesday
group. So many multiple roles, multiple issues, I felt overwhelmed. One
big issue: They are both researchers as well as participants. There are
things they would like to know the answer to for themselves (like, how
come my food stamp money is late — Stacy’s question from last week and
we did call her worker about it, still no answer) then there are questions
that we would like to go out and find answers to as researchers.
The linear process I have in my head is not always the way the group goes,
or sees things. We went from talking about What is Research again
(because I wanted to bring us back to the big picture, an overview of the
process, so we could see where we are and where we are going
((hmmmm-did I really believe we could know where we are and where we
are going?)).
I thought, okay, we’ll agree we’re at the Question Generating stage, and
we’ll spend the time generating more questions, then we’ll figure out how
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we want to start finding answers to them. Yeah. Good thinking. Sherry.
Too neat by half! That’s not how life really is, in all its messiness!
So, we did generate some questions, and then people started talking about
issues around the questions, and then discussion got heated and several
people were talking at once, and then Kelly and Vicki reminded everyone
to listen to each other and then we generated some more questions and
then there was more discussion, and people had some answers to the
questions, and it all comes out at once, not neat and orderly and
compartmentalized like my mind is imagining it all in it’s “This is how
you do Research” box.
The very tricky thing is our roles. My roles, their roles, our roles. How
will we find the balance between researcher and participant? Perhaps we
just need to talk more about this. How do I balance viewing them as co¬
researchers vs. participants?
There was so much to figure out initially. Again, there was so much that we
didn’t know. All of the SRFs talk about a craving for structure. All of the SRFs talk
about their difficulties in trying to balance, juggle, and sort out the multiplicities of the
project. There was confusion, self-doubt, frustration, questioning, and then the
beginning of the process of carving out our roles, creating structures, focusing on
discreet pieces, finding comfort zones, and defining identities. Kate articulates this
well.
The project - what was it like - there were so many different parts of the
project, so much different work, it’s hard to say “the project”. I loved the
team [her site team]. They were easy. They came every week. And it
was like, oh, here is something consistent in my CP life.
The chaotic nature of the work that the SRFs often experienced was compounded by the
fact that it didn’t have a clear pattern.
I don’t feel like I can describe a clear daily pattern, or a weekly pattern. I
was working at my house, and it seems like our meetings were at various
times, there were the things we needed to get done, getting ready for focus
groups, for the analysis fests. I couldn’t really name a pattern except for
the weekly meetings.
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And again, the plethora of roles:
There were so many roles - manager, the processor of data, the logistics
person, driver, and connector between groups. I did the theater thing. We
worked with ELI. We worked with the other groups a lot - connected with
the other teams. And my team didn’t want to do the theater, so I worked
with other groups on that. There was also the role of - reporting from the
Changes Project back to CNA - [to the staff, to the site team], reporting
back to the funders. It took a lot of time.

“I Don’t Know How to Get Out of the Driver’s Seat”
The participatory philosophy underlying the project and its processes added
several layers to our search for role definition. What is a participatory process? What
is participatory action research? Are we doing it? What does it look like on the
ground? What is my role as a facilitator? Am I succeeding? These questions came up
again and again and again.
Much of the coming to grips with this happened - in practice - during the Site
Team meetings and Site Team activities. This is where we questioned what our roles
should be - or were - as teachers, facilitators and mentors trying to nurture a
participatory process, a participatory action research project. We questioned: how to
lead without dominating? How to create enough structure to facilitate the work and
open up spaces for dialogue and creativity, yet not so much structure as to control and
shut down; how to have high enough expectations of the work and the researchers so as
to challenge them to discover new abilities and avenues, without being deterministic,
that is, I expect you to be like this and the outcome to be this way. There is a balance
between leading and facilitating, between creating structure that facilitates openness and
structure that closes down, and we tried to find that balance. It wasn’t always easy, and
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sometimes the teams wanted more leadership than the facilitators were giving. Jenny
talks briefly about this.
[During the Site Team meetings sometimes it was like this] You know “I’m gonna do this, I’m gonna take this. I’m gonna write this and I’m
gonna read it to you and you tell me if you agree.” ... There were times
when I did that. There were other times when I really let them do the
analysis. I taught them ... I did these little workshops, a couple of
workshops, and I said, you’re on your own, and they would take the work
home and - those themes they came up with, that was their stuff. Entirely.
And that was really hard to do. I’m sure I would have found something
else, and that would have been about what was interesting to me. But not
about what was true. And I think that what they found was what was
interesting to them. And as people who are directly affected, that’s more
valid.
There were times when I got impatient or I wasn’t listening or I had my own
agenda or I felt the pressure of getting certain tasks done. And that took over. And
team members always were grateful when I took over, [laugh] They were. “We’re
really glad because we don’t want to do it anymore.” But as Jenny said earlier in this
section, “A lot of times I felt tension between wanting to get the work done and
knowing it had to be participatory. I think I felt I failed a lot at that.”
When talking about what “stood out in her mind” in the project, Kate also brings
up her role within the site team, her attempts to achieve a balance between being a
facilitator, a research coordinator, and a participant.
That’s interesting, as a facilitator, that role, because in some ways I felt
like a team member ... like if we ever had to do an activity, I would do it
too. But also I felt like I’m gonna hold back and do the facilitating and
listening to people, and not ... giving so much my opinion. Like I would
definitely hold back in team meetings or when doing the analysis stuff...
which - was it frustrating? Because I just love that work, I always want to
make connections, so when the analytic memos came along, that seemed
like permission or a vehicle to do it or... There were lots of different parts
of the work and ... the logistics of the research, I wish I could have done
it better or been more organized or had more tools or better gathering data
or counting things ...
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I continue to wonder about how to achieve a balance, as well. This is from my
field notes:
I'm thinking about the first few meetings with the Changes Research Team
at Read/Write/Now. I want to provide enough structure so that people
feel like they have a place to start, something to stand on and take off
from, but not so much structure that it shuts people down, makes them feel
like this is not theirs, that they have to wait for directions before moving.
I often felt - as I wrote earlier - as if I wasn’t succeeding in achieving the balance. I
elaborate here.
We each have responsibility in the group, and now I am currently in the
position of the most control. I am the one who sets the agenda, who is
ostensibly there to provide the structure for the meetings, to give enough
guidance now so that later they will be confident enough and comfortable
enough to take pieces of this big mud pie and make their own sense of
them.
We are all trying to “make sense” together, but I am afraid that last night I
ended up just leaving everyone, including myself, in a muddle. I
vacillated so much from being in charge, the one in charge, the “teacher”
as they call me, to one who was not doing much of anything. On the drive
home, I really questioned myself, and my role. What is my role? I am not
clear about that.
I felt very much that to not lead at all was not the answer. Particularly in the
beginning, people wanted leadership. I felt like a participatory process did not mean no
structure and no responsibility. It doesn’t mean anarchy. But beyond that, I wasn’t sure
what it meant, in this setting, for our site team, for me as SRF, and in the Changes
Project. The following entry reflects my struggles with my role.
I was having a hard time distinguishing between focusing on NOW, on
what they were saying, and on how to link the talk to the research project.
Sometimes stories would go off on all sorts of angles, about raising kids,
about all sorts of things, and I would see the group look at me from time to
time, kind of like checking in, or so I thought, as if they were asking me, is
this okay?, or, are you going to rein us in now? I don’t know if that’s
what they were thinking, it’s what I thought they were thinking at the
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time, although I can’t know for sure. Anyway, it made me think, what is
my role here? And to reflect on how unclear I am about that.
Defining my role, and balancing between what I was beginning to perceive as multiple
roles, was what I spent a good part of the first months trying to learn how to do. While
it got easier as time went on, it was a recurring theme for me throughout the project.
I don’t, at this stage, feel like the group has much ownership of the
direction we’re going in, or much control. I feel like I’m the one deciding
which direction we go in and getting us there.
The questions have come from the group, most of them (except for the
common questions, some of which we have exercised veto power over),
but I’ve typed them up, an outlined a plan of action for us. I take some of
my direction from the grant, knowing that we have to do interviews and
focus groups and surveys before this is over. I think that is part of my
role, keeping us on track with what we were funded to do. Beyond that, I
don’t know. I feel like I’ve stepped into a more directive role, trying to
get us to a place where we can do these interviews. I’ve taken on the role
of “Director” and of “Trainer.”
Here I am beginning to feel that there is a bit of a contradiction between having
pre-determined objectives (as we did, the “deliverables” we agreed to provide to the
funders at the end of the project), and yet trying to implement a participatory process. I
had, to some extent, to direct the group because there was a pre-existing direction we
needed to go in. Many of the details of how we were to get there were up to us, but
there were products we had to create and procedures we had to follow. The focus and
the questions were of importance to the team, but they were not selected directly by the
team (not by this team, in specific, but by other groups of adult learners). The issues
did not directly affect all of the members of the team. And they might not have chosen
to “research” those issues using the same procedures we used had those not been
already pre-selected (set out in the proposal).
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No wonder I often felt like it was difficult to know how to proceed. You can’t
“give” ownership to a group if the thing you’re giving is not something they want to
own, or that they don’t feel is really theirs. I didn’t realize any of this consciously at the
time, not in the beginning - though when the following notes were written I was starting
to. I still thought it was primarily just a matter of me learning to do it better. I thought I
was the issue.
Maybe I’m forcing it to go to quickly. Perhaps we should have, should,
spend more time investigating ourselves first, who we are, what our own
stories are, what our own thoughts and feelings are about the issues, before
turning outwards. It feels like a real push, and like I’m doing the pushing,
getting to this “researcher” role, the investigator of other’s realities.
Maybe we need to step back and look at our own thoughts and feelings
first, in general, and around the issues of Welfare Reform. I don’t know.
Perhaps it would be good to do some writing, using metaphors, various
prompts, like Jenny’s group does. I’m simply not sure.
I don’t feel very effective at communicating with the group. It seems like
it’s my show, and I’m not having much success making it more of a group
show. I’m perceived as “teacher”, as “director”, and I’m very much in
that role. This is a project, a group, that they joined, not one which they
created, or decided should come into existence. I feel like I have to push
to meet the funder’s objectives. I’m pushing them along towards those
goals, my interpretation of the funder’s goals, my goals, and I am the
engine and the driver, they are along for the ride, but not driving.
At the same time, they are the ones who know far more about these issues
than I do, they are the experts, so they are capable of driving in ways that I
am not. I don’t know how to get out of the driver’s seat, or whether I
always ought to, or when I should, or how to get others up there with me,
or instead of me.
Kate commented that her original vision of what participatory would mean in
terms of the Changes Project was also different than what she encountered. I asked her
to elaborate, to talk about what she originally envisioned.
Not sure - that we’d be driven by the team, at CNA, the learners were
driving it. In the end that would have been impossible, because all five of
us had a slightly different take and so did the students and whatever and so

292

what’s interesting is that I think my allegiance or my accountability
became more equal - I’m equally accountable over here and I need to like
balance it or it’s not going to work for anyone because we have to work
together.

“It Consumed Us ... It Was Our Lives”
The balancing, juggling, sorting out, and trying to come to terms with what the
project was about, the identity of each aspect of the project, and who we were within it
was particularly challenging for Gitana, as mentioned earlier. Gitana had a lot to juggle
in terms of identity and roles that the rest of us did not. As she reflects in a quote at the
beginning of this section, she felt disconnected from the SRF group (particularly at
first), culturally, by experience and background, in terms of language (not English so
much as discourse styles), and in terms of philosophical orientation. The project’s
amorphousness and its lack of clearly defined roles and tasks, its simultaneous process
and outcome focus, its lack of concreteness and tangibility - these were qualities that
were not easy for Gitana. She felt there was little she could hold onto and say, okay,
this is what we are, this is what we’re doing, this is where we’re going.
The challenges of trying to come to terms with these aspects of the project were
compounded by the fact that Gitana was simultaneously dealing with the intricacies of
coming to terms with her own identity(ies) as a Brazilian bom woman now living in the
United States married to an American. She was questioning her status within the
Changes Project - was she an insider or an outsider? - while at the same time exploring
these questions in a personal sense. She was bridging cultures and delving into issues
of belongingness in her own life, so to then begin doing so within the Changes Project
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simply added layers to an already complex picture. Gitana is extremely open and
honest in discussing how these challenges affected her. I would like to spend the rest of
this section focusing on her experiences. They were profound. They affected her
deeply and were, for a time, so all-consuming, that they became destructive to her
personal life.
In the beginning of the project, it was the lack of concretely defined roles and
results, the mismatch of expectations and reality, and the amorphousness, that were the
most challenging aspects for Gitana (later she describes how it was trying to bridge
roles, and to come to terms with the ways participatory rhetoric and processes played
out in the project that were the most demanding aspects for her).
Okay when I first started I tended to be very organized .... But the
Changes Project, as it was developing ... changed that... I couldn’t be the
way I want to be. I had to grapple with that, but then I accepted it - after a
while. It wasn’t easy. There were just a lot of people involved .. and I
started thinking ok I am going to have this team .. and I will be
supervising so I need to get all of this training, from these trainers,
remember there were supposed to be [trainers]? And I will apply it back
to this team, and we will move forward together... and I will tape all the
meetings and listen and transcribe them... So, I had a little laptop and I
was always typing things up and anything that came to my mind ...
As it was a part-time position, however (20 hours a week), there was a need to balance
how much time we spent on which aspects of the project each week. This was a
challenge at first.
Well, that ended up taking more than 20 hours in itself. So that was even
not part of the work the Site Researchers were doing together... I had to
really just give up that part of the job that I thought was supposed to be
happening. ... I didn’t think that there was ...there wasn’t really a job
description for the job and in a way that was okay with me because I was
thinking okay, these people don’t really know what is going to happen
here and so they are trusting us, and I appreciated that too. (These
people?) Alex and all the people that I guess wrote the proposal ... but
anyway. So .. .then I started to get together with you and the others and
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realized that I was just way too much detail oriented on everything. That
was not going to work. This wasn’t the focus of the work at all, you
know.
Gitana was trying to manage all of the various aspects of the project - her time,
the tasks, and understanding the project norms and philosophy. In the process of
coming to terms with this, she devised different coping strategies, some of which she
kept, others that she later abandoned.
So things became very abstract and it was very difficult for me in the
beginning to understand the conversations that we had at the Site
Exchange Meetings every two weeks. So most of the time I think I was
quiet, just trying to absorb what is going on and ... I thought that some of
the things that were said were very broad ... and I thought that we were
very different people ... I was trying to get from that context to then going
back to my team, and making things more real and more objective,
because that’s how folks that are learning English need to be ... so it was
very tricky in the beginning to deal with all of that .. .and I felt pretty
lonely in that.
She tried to make the activities of the team meetings more concrete, but she still
experienced conflicting expectations between what she was doing, how the SRF group
talked about what we were doing, and what the team members expected.
[In the team meetings]...in the beginning I had an agenda and I would ask
the team members what do you want to include in the agenda...In the
beginning they weren’t really sure what they were doing, and neither was
I, so they didn’t really have much to talk about. And so I bring a lot of
what we had talked about in the meeting, and that’s where things started
kinda clashing. It wasn’t the same language. It wasn’t the same
investment. You know. So, basically, we started doing some, looking at
how to interview, we started interviewing each other to practice, we talked
about how to do research and what experience they had ... They were
always expecting that I would have something ready. And that was not
always the case.
Nonetheless, Gitana did devise strategies that worked for her. She began feeling
better when she started focusing more on “her team,” working with them from where
they were, and worrying less about the rhetoric of the project and of the SRF group -
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those aspects that did not match the realities she experienced within her team. The
project got better for Gitana and her team when they allowed themselves to take more
ownership, to devise their own direction, define their own tasks, and focus on the
concrete, the local, and the tangible.
Well, I feel like that I needed to start taking more care of the team and
how they wanted to approach the work, instead of worrying about the
meetings that we were having. For one thing. And, I think I started
getting caught up in between. It was always very difficult to transition
from what the SRFs and Alex discussed and would talk about and
... .where the team was. So I started trying to concentrate more on the team
work, instead of the SRFs meetings, because the first few meetings were
very frustrating for me. I thought we spent two and a half hours and didn’t
really accomplish much.
Later, she began to understand project expectations differently - that there was
as much emphasis on process as product. While this did not solve all the issues related
to the project’s competing demands and multiple modes, it helped Gitana focus. She
saw that all the SRFs were doing things their own way, to some extent. She stopped
putting her energy into matching her activities and agenda with the SRF groups’, and
began feeling more comfortable doing things her own way.
But then I started understanding - okay, it’s the process that’s counted
here, not what’s being done. But I would have so many meetings in one
week sometimes that I’d think okay, where is the follow up? How do we
go from this meeting to doing the work and then on top of all this other
work that I have scheduled. That’s where I think I have started thinking
okay I am going into this meeting, I’m not gonna say very much but I am
to get out of it and still do what I had planned to do and ahm.. because I
also felt that other people were doing their own thing also. That’s when I
started thinking okay, so maybe it’s okay that I have my own separate
agenda here. So, then things started .. just developing.
Gitana talks about how she felt that the SRF team had an agenda that did not
match hers or her team members. Her agenda was about where her team was, their
goals and interests. This is what she prioritized. She felt that the processes and
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outcomes she and her team valued were out of synch with those the rest of the SRF
group - and their teams - prioritized.
I thought that a lot of the ideas and things that were being said were not
very realistic in terms of going back to the team to do the work. So,
sometimes people got more political than I had hoped, and I didn’t think
that that was going to be very helpful in doing the work. And that wasn’t
where my team members were coming from. Talking about advocacy [for
example], and doing rallies, and you know all this stuff that yes was part
of the work but the priority for ILI’s team was different ... it was
developing their language skills. It was helping ELI's students with
immigration problems...it wasn’t exactly doing all of this advocacy.
Gitana had a lot of frustration around the political aspects of the Changes
Project, or rather the way we talked about these. Gitana felt that it wasn’t realistic to
think that we could take action politically in such a way as to change the laws relating
to Welfare Reform and Immigration Reform, for example. During the project we talked
as if our actions would have an effect on these laws. I think Gitana also felt that this
agenda was not necessarily where her team members were. It was too big, too abstract,
and her team members wanted concrete things like to learn better English and to have
better information about the laws, information they could give to others.
I think that I was trying to really ...if we were to be political, if we were to
take action, let’s say, then it would be within. ... We were not strong
enough, and my team wasn’t really invested in going out to the
government and shouting at them and saying “look, do this or do that” or
let’s protest and go out there. They just weren’t invested in that. They
were invested in helping locally, in helping ELI people.
Gitana then questioned what “participatory” meant, and wondered if what we
were doing really was participatory. If a team did not want to be a part of certain
aspects of the project (such as rallies, and going to speak to legislators), then ought we
not to respect that - she wasn’t sure that we did.
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It was very interesting because I thought that ...[participatory] meant that
the team was going to have more control about what got done, and how
we went about doing it... but that wasn’t exactly the case. And I don’t
think that that was necessarily wrong, I think there needed to be a structure
.. Because this was really too big, too big of a project not to have any
structure. It could actually turn into anarchy, instead of you know. So, I
think there’s a fine line between being so participatory and turning into a
massive anarchy. And the interesting thing was that the team members
weren’t looking to actually have all this control with this. They’re not
used to that. I mean they come from different countries where this just
doesn’t happen. Even though the main ideas of where that [the concept of
“participatory”] is coming from ...are people from Latin America in
general you know.
She was comforted somewhat once she started taking a class at the University on
participatory research and realized that there was not one unified perspective on what it
is and how it is manifested. It helped her to feel less pressure to do things “right” once
she realized there were different interpretations of - and ways to - do participatory
research.
But I think a comforting place for me was to understand that there isn’t
exactly like THE right thing to do, the WRONG thing to do about
participatory research, and it was after I took a class at UMass, I felt a
little better about it, because it’s only through experience in doing these
projects that you learn... what it is and how to balance it out. We had three
professors, three instructors, that had tons of experience, and they couldn’t
really tell us, this is right thing way to do it, this is the wrong way to do it.
So. I am thinking OK, if these are the experts, then I’m doing okay, I’m
doing my best.
I commented that there wasn’t necessarily a road map with participatory
research. She responded, “YEAH, YES which make it very confusing. From my
perspective of being organized and systematic, there’s nothing systematic about it. ..you
figure it out, you know (laugh).” Understanding that the process is as important as the
product in participatory research helped Gitana to feel less pressure to produce certain
results. At the same time, there were contradictions that never completely resolved
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themselves in her mind. She craved greater overall structure for the project while at the
same time wanting to have more freedom to go with where her team was, to let them
have more control over their activities and approaches. That they were not directing
events did not seem to be in synch with participatory approaches.
Ultimately Gitana felt disappointed in the outcomes of the Changes Project. She
did not feel that its results were concrete and this bothered her. The project had
outcomes, but not necessarily those that she thought the project had set out to
accomplish, or that she had envisioned. She felt that we fell short of achieving our
goals. During one of our conversations we talk about expectations. Gitana says:
I knew that from the beginning [that the Changes Project wasn’t going to
have concrete results], it wasn’t that I didn’t know this. But after all this
hard work I just, I just wished that I could sit down and make a list... .okay
so, we accomplished this, this and that, this is going to change, that’s
going to change, because of this work ... but there weren’t immediate
results with what we did. Laws didn’t change, that’s for sure.
I ask Gitana about qualitative changes such as those some of her site team members
experienced. We talk about Solana, who became more confident and outspoken during
the course of the project. Gitana talks about how much more expressive Solana
became, how her self-esteem improved. At the same time, however, she still felt as
though the project fell short of achieving what it set out to achieve.
I ask her about this, about the fact that although she saw changes in her team
members, these were not necessarily the concrete results she expected, or that she
thought the project set us up to expect. She responds: “Yes, maybe, or may be it is just
me. Maybe I read too much into it. And maybe I just thought that much more was
going to come out of this work.” I ask, “In terms of changing laws, for example?”
Gitana answers:
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Yes, but how can you, how can such a small, I mean ... for us it was such a
big thing because it consumed us ...it was our lives. But, gosh, compared
to this country [we’re] just 50 people in a small part of the country
wanting to do something ....In bigger scale terms, it’s nothing.
In our conversation, I tell Gitana that I too often felt that I wasn’t living up to
expectations. I admit that I often felt frustrated and felt a sense of failure, that at times I
woke up at two or three in the morning worrying about the project and whether or not I
was doing a good job. Gitana questions whether or not she, “read too much into it”.
Where did we get the impression that one of the project’s expectations was that we
make big change with a capital “C”, that our actions (participation in rallies, writing,
speaking to legislators, telling our stories) would result in policy changes (not
necessarily overnight, but that they would have an impact)?
I am not sure, but I do know that not all of the SRFs had this expectation.
Jenny shares:
I think it’s also, certainly now, and maybe back then too, that my goal was
never to change policy. It would be great if policy would change, but I
think sort of the reality is that you change it from the ground up, or you
change people, you don’t change policy.
Where Gitana and I formed the impression that changing policy was one of the project
goals, I don’t know. I do know, however, that that is what we felt, and that it meant that
we often felt that we were somehow falling short. It was a pressure, an undercurrent.
Gitana talks about this, about feeling that we did not have as much to show for our work
as she thought we should, and how this affected her.
I am not afraid of working hard, but I need to have more .. .the effects of
my work need to show more. So I need more immediate results. And the
Changes Project didn’t offer me that. It was very hard work, it was
learning, it was challenging, it was ...a lot of different things but it wasn’t
... ok after a two year period, even longer in some cases, these are the
results, this is what’s going to happen. It is just, research isn’t that, it’s just
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not that. And participatory research is even further from being that. So
there is nothing we can put on the table and say okay, we accomplished
this and this and this, in our work that we did, throughout these two years.
These feelings impacted not only Gitana’s professional life, but her personal life as
well.
I don’t mean to say that I don’t enjoy helping people, I enjoy, but I also
felt that my personal life wasn’t being taken care of and I’m not sure that I
want to let that go and -1 don’t know that the results are... [worth it?] (in¬
audible voice) which is kind of sad, and disappointing in a way.. .Gosh I
don’t know! I think that it wasn’t a regular schedule for things? and I
mean it didn’t happen in the middle of the night, but almost... (laugh)...
you know that we needed to be the “Changes Project”. And that we
needed to concentrate on that. And as much as I enjoyed the work, I felt
that...my personal life, and ...my relationships with people that I love
were not ...there was no attention, no energy for me to even try to connect
with people. The energy was just there for the project. And I started
having problems at home and everything ... and I think that ... it’s just that
you can get so involved in something and so obsessed about it, that your
relationships are... you know ...going down the tube, because of the work.
I ask Gitana what specifically she thought it was about the Changes Project that took so
much energy. She replies:
The challenge of working with different people, going from very educated
people that had experience and had lived all their lives in this country to
going to people who were educated, but educated in a different
environment, with different cultural backgrounds, and feeling that I was
the one in between all that, trying to make a transition at the time, and the
challenges of not knowing exactly what to do and how to go about it, and
not really having any training support that I had anticipated ... and I am
not ..I don’t know that there is anybody to blame specifically it’s just that
in my way of thinking being that person, that’s how I thought it was going
to be. I had different expectations, I don’t think they were high
expectations, but different that what actually happened ...But I don’t think
anybody could have predicted what was going to happen.
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“The Kev Word I Read is CONNECTION”

“I’m Starting to Relax - Although I Am Not Sure What I am Doing.
it Will Be a Wonderful Process”
The first phase of the Changes Project involved much questioning and soul
searching for all of us as we tried to come to terms with its size and shape and our roles
within it. We each experienced the project differently but our experiences shared
common themes. The questioning and reflecting, the bridging and navigating between
and among various roles and identities, continued throughout the project’s life. Yet
over time we became more comfortable and more facile as our SRF identities, our
team’s identities, and the project’s identity, as a whole, developed and became clearer.
We felt more connected. Though the questioning continued, and though we still had
struggles, in the second phase of the project, these played out in a sense of greater
connectedness and stronger support. Ghana’s comments from about seven months into
the project signal the shift.
I feel so much better about the project today. ... Alex, thank you so much
for being so supportive yesterday. I am beginning to understand how the
process works for me, and the key word I read is CONNECTION. Yes, I
need to be connected with all of you on a regular basis. Getting lots of
email from all of you yesterday is very important for me. It is
motivating!!!
I am also very aware of the cultural factor here. I cannot totally think of
you only as a working team. I do need to have a little bit of a personal
connection from time to time. I am sorry if at times you have felt I am
invading your privacy. That is not my intention at all.
Just knowing who you are as people (citizens of such vast world), and how
you act out of the work environment, etc. Just can't separate those roles
[and she reminds us of the Education for the Future poster that shows how
all the roles that we play in our adult lives are interconnected].
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Gitana reminds us of the importance of the personal. We can’t feel truly connected
unless we bring that in, until we have a space we feel comfortable enough in so that we
can. It is about trust, connection, community, and ultimately, support.
I make comments on this in a couple of my e-mail and journal entries from just
over a year into the project.
I think it’s important to talk too about how simply knowing each other
better helps us to work together. Each group is more familiar with the
work of the other groups, and each of us as people know each other better,
are more comfortable with each other - for the most part. I think the work
- and the playing - we have done together as a group over this past year
and a half is our foundation. It’s strong enough to hold us up, and it
allows us to reach higher. We support each other, but are also able to help
each other question, stretch, make links, challenge ourselves, create. I
think we do good work together, and we do better and better work together
as we get to know and trust each other more.
Kate reflects, at the end of the project, on how the teams transformed from
separate entities to an interconnected whole - how, as a project, we moved from “I”
identities to a “we” identity. As we got to know and care more about each other, the
stronger sense of community was a natural outcome.
But of course when we first started to work it was just us, and who are we,
and then you know there were a few things that came along that we had to
do - like the analysis fest - and then like towards the middle and the end
we were so connected and interested in what the other groups were doing
- we wanted to know about that and what were the things we needed to
prepare to talk to other people about and what were other people doing
and it wasn’t like, it was hard at first to be told to do these things, later on
it was like a natural interest, it was much more like we were all together.
Later, I continue to reflect on the differences our deepening connections make. I quote
Gitana from one of her e-mails in my own journal entries.
...what strikes me most is the deepening of not only our understanding of
the issues; but also our understanding of each other. By that I mean, the
deepening of people’s compassion, friendship and love for each other.
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The dedication and devotion to try to understand each other’s stories
and/or issues.
I go into greater depth about how I see this playing out in every aspect of our Changes
Project work, and how it echoes themes we are uncovering in our research.
I bring this in here because I think that some of the qualitative changes of
our group are reflective of changes we see happening not only to
individual team members, and to teams, but changes that many of our
participants have told us they desire, or that they are beginning to realize.
In other words, I we can see examples how the theme of support has
played out in our own group, the widening circle of its effects. In a way,
we are ourselves a microcosm of the wider world we are trying to
understand and name. We see how our own connections, as team
members, as seekers, as project members, has helped us to
reconceptualize, recontextualize, and reconceive -- ourselves, the project,
the issues. We have heard over and over again that support is key, both
support that is given and support that is needed, in order to help people
move forward, to meet their goals. I think the proof is in the pudding, and
yes ladies, that means we are the pudding. How does that shift your
conceptions of your identities?
So, in other words, yes, we want to ground our findings in our data, but we
ourselves are the medium through which the data passes. This means that
not only do we have to name ourselves in order to name the data (using
the word “name” loosely here now, “describe” might be another less
incendiary word), but that we can look at ourselves for directional signs,
for clues as to where to go. We have seen, for example, how support has
played out in our teams and in our project. We can go further and try to
name the types of support we have received and given, and we have
already begun to talk about the varied effects. We can describe activities
or qualities or aspects of this support. What are the pieces, what are the
stepping stones, what are the building blocks, what allows “voice” (all the
complex things that means) to flourish? I think we can understand this not
only by looking at “our data”, but by looking at ourselves. I think we are
part of our data too.
Gitana talks about this linkage between support and context too in saying, “our
willingness to become a net of support for each other,” is related to our, deepening
understanding of the not only the issues but of each other. ... I think Jenny’s list of
questions is very compelling. She questions how the link between making connections
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to context helps people to develop “a collective voice.” She mentions Freire and says
that in this is the beginning of conscientization. A part of conscientization (however
you spell it) is action, feeling that you can act to change your world.
Gitana asks, on the second page of her e-mail, “Can we do anything to
heal the wounds?”, and then answers, “Yes, I believe there are certain
things that can be done to heal the wounds,”. Would she have said this a
year and a half ago? Would I have?
Jenny asks if understanding the context, “gives people more control over
the contexts?” I am not sure what it means to have control over a context,
but I do think that feeling connected, feeling linked, feeling a part of
something larger than oneself, is what allows one to feel confident and
capable of taking action. This is where support comes in. If I feel
connected to others who are similar to me, or working towards similar
ends, or who are a part of something I’m a part of, if I feel supported by
these people, if I feel I can also offer support, this gives me strength to
move. If I feel isolated from others, it is much more difficult for me to
move. One can feel connected to the larger system (i.e. I know I am a part
of a larger system that is oppressing me) but feel only overwhelmed. It is
a certain type of connection, a connection that has within it support, that
allows one to move, to act.
I am reminded of how overwhelmed we all felt in the beginning in the face of
not only how large the project seemed but also the issues we were setting out to
research. The more connected we became to each other, the more support we felt we
had, the less overwhelmed we became. The more connected we were, the less alienated
we felt, and the stronger we were. The more solid our foundation was, the more
confident and capable we became. This was as true for us, the Site Research
Facilitators, as it was true for the team members, and our research participants. I
reflected:
Maybe it’s not that the connection itself has to have within it support, but
that moving towards a wider and deeper contextual understanding of the
world and of ourselves goes hand-in-hand with support. It is difficult to
look outside of oneself when the world seems hostile and overwhelming.
It is much easier to begin to look around when the landscape appears less
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harsh. It is then easier to walk out into it for the first time when you know
you’ve got someone with you, or you’ve been given a map, or you’ve
been told you’ll be met by a friend a mile down the road. Context,
collective voice, moving from individual experience and understanding to
collective, and support go together. It takes support to connect and to stay
connected. Connection lends strength. Strength sparks action, action
gives support. It’s like the Old Lady Who Swallowed A Fly, I Don’t
Know Why.
Gitana writes,
I am excited about a lot of things that are scheduled to happen next week.
The theater event, putting the research team together, setting up days to
meet, having the one student working with me for five hours, and moving
into a new space. It sounds like a lot, but I start to feel confident about the
Changes Project. I am starting to relax and to realize that although I am
not sure of what I am doing, it will be a wonderful process. So much
learning involved!!! That is what I love about it. Very challenging too!
I strongly believe the Changes project will be a unique experience, and it
will enrich our lives!!!
Sherry, take a deep breath, relax, and use your judgment to do what you
think is best. It works!!! Just keep focused, okay? (in response, I assume,
to ongoing struggles I am having - here Gitana has become the one to
offer encouragement, to urge me to just have faith)
Anyway, I just wanted to say that it feels we are becoming more of a
united group, and that will definitely make our work more participatory!!
During the second phase of our work, the context was one in which the Changes
Project had an identity, as a project. We were no longer simply a collection of separate
groups and individuals, but were united. We were the Changes Project. We knew each
other better, we felt a common sense of purpose, our roles and tasks were clearer, and
we felt supported on multiple levels within the project. For the Site Research
Facilitators, our roles as bridgers and as navigators were ongoing throughout the life of
the project, but now we had a much clearer idea of where we were going and how we
were going to get there. We had much stronger sense of who we were.
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In the next section, the SRFs talk about what they learned from the project.
They talk about what they learned about being facilitators and researchers, and what
they learned about themselves personally. They talk about how, through participating
in a “transforming” (Jenny) education process, they too were transformed - despite - or
maybe because of - the initial struggles, questioning and angst.

“It’s Transforming Education, and That’s What We Did”
I guess my future hopes include community created through the hard work
of us all. I can see teachers and students beginning to create a space where
meanings can emerge for diverse persons and where we all can choose to
take the risks of questioning, of breaking through to another vision. And if
we want to jog toward that future, that's fine; but let's create a direction
and a project for that energy, and let's run together. (Maxine Greene
quoted in Miller, p. 13, 1978)
The Site Research Facilitators, throughout the course of the Changes Project,
also experienced learning and growth. In their reflections on this, they talk about
expansion and growth in terms of knowledge and skills, and changes in identity and
beliefs. They describe ways in which they learned about themselves as teachers,
facilitators, educators and learners. They talk about how the project influenced their
ideas about what constitutes social change. They reflect on how their views on
education were shaped. They describe a deepening appreciation for participatory
processes and their outcomes - on all participants, including themselves. They explore
the links between participatory processes, knowledge generation, voice, social change,
research, education and teaching. They reflect on ways in which through their
participation in the project they themselves were transformed.
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“Having Faith in People When They Don’t Have Faith in Themselves”
“Keeping the Gate Open”. In this section, the Site Research Facilitators talk
about how the project influenced their teaching, how their skills developed, and how it
affected their ideas about what being a “good teacher” means. Jenny describes her
growth as a teacher during the course of the project.
It certainly changes the way I think about teaching. ... It’s definitely
made me more confident, gain more confidence, because I’ve done more
seat of the pants teaching as a result of this. And I’ve done more
interesting teaching ... the Changes Project ... gave me more
opportunities to teach. ... Certainly, as a teacher, that’s one of the areas
that’s grown a lot.
Being a good teacher and facilitator, according to Jenny, is having high expectations of
people but flexibility in terms of expected outcomes.
...It’s like the participatory approach, where you have high expectations.
I think it’s really important to have high expectations in general - of
people that you’re working with, and the quality of work that we’re going
to do. But that what specifically those expectations are need to be kind of
flexible. Like, you have to become a really good interviewer because
that’s my expectation and I know you have it in you. Well, I don’t know.
You know? That person might become a really, really good something
else.
So I have the expectations, but don’t know exactly what it is. That’s openended. And it’s the same model as the expectations of the project as a
whole. I have really high expectations for the outcome of the project as a
whole ... we did fine, we did really fine work, ground-breaking stuff.
Being a good facilitator is also about being a good listener and a good observer.
What I saw myself as, what I should be, was facilitator, I think is probably
the best word. Someone who is very watchful, very on top of things, and a
very good listener and - you know, that’s what I practiced, that’s what I
was always trying to do.
Besides observing, and listening, being a good facilitator is also about trust and
respect - respecting that the participants have valid knowledge and valid ways of
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knowing. It is about finding the balance between providing too much support and too
little. Too much support can end up creating dependency. It can keep people from
building confidence and trust in their own ways of knowing, doing and voicing
themselves. Too little support can result in diffusion and in participants not having the
sense of a solid foundation from which to start. The task is to find just the right amount
so that the participants feel that they can take risks and challenge themselves to try new
things, but yet know that if it gets too overwhelming or scary, they have something - or
someone - they can fall back on.
Angela said it, one time and it was the best compliment. She said it was
like I threw people in the pool, but I stood by. I trusted people to do it, but
they knew I was there. If they needed my help. I thought that was a really
good picture of what I was trying to be. Somebody who has experience in
research, somebody who has access to certain kinds of thinking, language,
and ideas, but also who believes very strongly that this group is perfectly
capable of operating with these theories, and learning metaphor analysis,
and understanding ... the stuff that graduate students [do] - so it’s like
being the person who believes, it’s like having faith in people when they
don’t have faith in themselves. ... So I guess that’s the sort of gatekeeper
person, whoever is keeping the gate open. And when I really did it well,
that is what I was doing. (Jenny)
It is having faith in people when they don’t have faith in themselves. Jenny uses
the metaphor of “keeping the gate open.” This is particularly apt in that Jenny was
working with people (women who are welfare recipients, single mothers, Latina, and
nontraditional students) who have historically felt that they are not heard, and that they
do not have a means to participate in societal decisions that affect them. She is, I think,
speaking about “keeping the gate open” to those arenas where power is held and to
which historically these women have been denied access. It is about keeping the gate
open to possibility.
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As part of the project of possibility, teachers need to make spaces in their
classrooms so that their own voices, along with those of their students, can
be heard as part of a wider dialogue and critical encounter with the
knowledge forms and social relations that structure the classroom and
articulate with forms of social and political authority at work in the
dominant society. (Giroux & Aronowitz, 1991, p. 104)
The gate is belief - at first Jenny’s and then later the team members’ themselves
- that you can do it, it’s possible, you have the knowledge and the skills to make
yourself heard, to participate in decisions that affect you, to name your goals and to
work towards reaching them, and to name yourself.
The gate is also power. Power is concentrated in the hands of a certain group or
groups of people. These groups are defined by discourse, type of education, class,
color, ethnicity, and gender. Jenny has access to - or is a member of - some of these
groups. So she uses her knowledge, her skills, her fluency in certain discourses, to keep
the gate open. Power to shut out or to keep in, to buoy or to oppress, and Jenny is the
gatekeeper - at least initially. She holds it open and helps her team to step through it.
Once they are confident and able enough to open the gate on their own, her role as
gatekeeper will no longer be necessary.
As an educator, Jenny is taking a political stance. In being explicit about our
goals and beliefs as educators, and through challenging inequitable power structures,
Phyllis Cunningham expresses hope that one day, we will become “.. .keepers of the
dream, not keepers of the gate.” (1993, p. 6) She articulates:
...Let us remember, hegemony is a social construction; therefore, it can be
changed through political action. I argue that our everyday practice either
endorses or counters this hegemony. We cannot be neutral. ... I define
critical pedagogy as the educational action which develops the ability of a
group to critically reflect on their environment and develop strategies to
bring about democratic social change in that environment.
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Education is not about promoting the existing hegemony; education is
about developing counter-hegemonic struggle. Education is not simply
about attaining knowledge, education is about the politics of knowledge.
Education is not about the preservation of status and elitism; education is
about democratization of power relationships. (Cunningham, pp. 5-6,
1993)
In “keeping the gate open,” and giving her team members the support and
encouragement they need, she is helping them to step out, speak, to become part
of the wider conversation, to become active designers - of society, of culture,
and of the future.
Kate also reflects on her own struggles to try to move away from a tendency to
want to control too much and to provide too much support.
I think I’ve learned a lot about myself in the process, like how I said I
wanted to do a lot of things in the first meeting - I’m task-oriented. I’m a
planner, I need to chill out about that. Like team members would have
difficulty, and you can help them not in a controlling way, but helping you
to help yourself.
“Helping you to help yourself’- help that is enabling rather than that creates
dependency. This was a hard balance to achieve. Our initial struggles with it are
described in depth in the previous section. It became easier over time, once we got to
know our teams better, and our roles became clearer. Still, it was never simple. The
struggle to achieve the balance required constant self-reflection and questioning. Once
achieved, it was a delicate balance to maintain, and one week to the next we all moved
from feeling we were succeeding to feeling we were failing - to back again. Reason
talks about the importance of self-reflection in trying to maintain this balance.
The outside facilitator is always in danger of‘helping’ in a way that is not
helpful because it is controlling or patronizing or suffocating, or just
doesn’t understand. The community is always in danger of irrationally
rejecting the outsider or of becoming over dependent. For this reason
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action research facilitators must follow disciplines of reflective practice
and carefully monitor their practice. (Reason, 2004, p. 4)
How to provide enough “help” so that - as in Jenny’s pool metaphor - the team
members are not in danger of drowning, but not so much so that they don’t learn how to
swim. It is through reflective practice that we can expand, change, grow, and learn
from those whom we teach how best to do so.
“Dealing with Nebulousness and Complexity”.

In terms of expanding our

range as educators, one of the skills that all three of the SRFs - Kate, Jenny and Gitana
- talk about is how the project developed their ability to work with a group, and as Kate
says, to, “deal with nebulousness [and] complexity and to even say I like it”. In Jenny’s
reflections on what she learned during the course of the project, one of the first things
she mentions is about the learning that came from working within a group, and how this
linked to knowledge about herself:
Knowledge about myself. I mean, a tremendous amount of knowledge
about myself... myself as a member of a group ... my image of myself...
when it’s good to keep my mouth shut, when it’s good to open my mouth.
You know, and having to learn by making mistakes. The SRF role was a
great place to learn that, and a safe place to learn that, because there was a
level of collegiality there.
The Changes Project involved a lot of intensive interaction in groups. So much
of our work was done within them - the SRF group, the teams, the large group acrossteam gatherings. Jenny came to value the type of work and learning that can occur in a
group setting, particularly when the members are invested, as was true of the Changes
Project participants. She describes this learning - knowing both the value of working
with groups and better how to go about doing it - as one of the most significant qualities
she developed through her work with the project. It had a tremendous effect on her.
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changing her ideas about what she felt she could do and the venues in which she could
work and learn. It expanded her sense of herself - and her skills - as a facilitator, as a
teacher, as a researcher, as a learner, and as a person. As with the team members, it was
also important that the groups were “safe spaces,” places where Jenny felt she could
make mistakes and learn from them, a place where she could be authentically present.
Jenny continues:
I think one of the big things sort of personally and research-wise that I’ve
gotten out of this is this sense about doing research in a group ... that
really stretched me to do that. And it’s changed my sense of what kind of
learner I am and what kind of worker I am. Because I always thought of
myself as being this kind of very solitary person who really liked to work
alone. And that’s still true -1 like to sit down and write and produce and
think and do it on my own and then talk to somebody about it - but that I
can also work in another way. So that’s what really, it’s expanded that
idea about myself and also that ability to work in a different way. And I
don’t know that it’s better, but it’s different.
She tries to sort through the differences between the type work that can be
achieved with a group, and that that can be achieved when one is working alone.
For me it’s much harder to work in a group, much more. You have to live
with this sort of arbitrariness and openness, and you have to have more
patience, and you have to have more time, it always takes more time ...
and you have to really have those open expectations. But with ... having
that more openness you get at something that you never would have gotten
at before ...
When I work alone it’s like this is what I’m interested in, this is what I
want to follow, and you follow it, and you learn new things along the way.
But you don’t have.... When you’re working with a group [there are] a lot
of things being followed. ... You have all these different threads, really.
So there’s that sense about working in a group, and that ability to work in
a group that is an important change.
Knowing that I don’t have to work in isolation as a researcher - that is an
option I know I have ... I really know the value of working with other
people.
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Gitana mentions this, too, her expanded ability to work within the complexities
of a group and to facilitate group processes:
I got to meet very interesting people and I learned... about participatory
action research. ..I learned about how to interact and how to deal with
somewhat awkward and somewhat difficult situations, with people, even
in team meetings sometimes, I had to sometimes be really sharp and
change things as they were happening, so there was a lot of improvisation
going on ...
Kate says she learned “lots of things” from her work with the Changes Project, and I
reiterate here her statement at the beginning of this section: “Lots of things - listening.
Facilitating. Dealing with a lot of complexity. The ability to deal with nebulousness,
complexity, and to even say I kind of like it.”
Learning to work within a group does require being able to deal with
nebulousness, and to let go of the desire to control processes and outcomes. Being able
to facilitate learning within in a group is also essential for critical educators interested in
changing the dialogue. Without a coming together in communal spaces, we cannot
develop the collective vision, the collective voice, that is needed to effect change.
Kemmis, in Reason, talks here about how this formation of “a communicative space” is
one of the defining aspects of action research:
...One of my favorite definitions of action research, that it is about
opening and forming spaces for dialogue about issues that were not
previously available.
The first step in action research turns out to be central: the formation of a
communicative space...and to do so in a way that will permit people to
achieve mutual understanding and consensus about what to do, in the
knowledge that the legitimacy of any conclusions and decisions reached
by participants will be proportional to the degree of authentic engagement
of those concerned (Kemmis, 2001, p. 100). (Reason, 2004, p. 3)
The SRFs talk about this idea of a communicative space in the next section.
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“How to Create That Space”
“It’s Made of Listening”. In this section, the Site Research Facilitators talk
about the spaces in the Changes Project where profound learning occurred - for
themselves as well as for the team members. These are the spaces in which we came
together for a common purpose: the teams, the Analysis Fests (when all the teams came
together in one setting), and to some extent, the conferences and presentations and
rallies. When we came together, into these safe spaces where we could bring ourselves
and our stories in, bringing in the amazing diversity we represented, what resulted was
an act of creation. There was a synergy. Through connecting to each other, through
creating a community, we expanded our range of ways of knowing, of listening, of
acting, of understanding and of valuing.
It was transformative - for the team members as well as for the facilitators. The
transformation of ourselves, individually and collectively, meant - by extension (in
small or big ways) - the transformation of those around us, and it also increased our
capacity to transform the world in a more conscious sense. In community, learning to
value the richness and diversity of who we were, analyzing power dynamics and how
they manifest in society and our relationships to these manifestations, we gained a
i

greater ability to transform that which we saw - personally, emotionally, intellectually,
and collectively - as unjust and oppressive.
For an educator, there is no real change that is not also personal.
transformation for the SRFs was personal as well as professional.

The process of

We learned about

processes that transform, and in turn were transformed by them. We learned, as both
Jenny and Kate mention, about where social change comes from, and how to effect
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political change. We learned about the value of bringing in the personal, and about how
caring and positive regard play into the quality of learning - of valuing and listening that occurs in a community and in groups. We learned (again; more so) to value
different ways of knowing - not just theoretically, but really. We learned about the key
“ingredients” - as it were - of an educational process that enables us to not only identify
the issues that affect us negatively (for example, racism, sexism, ethno-centricism,
issues of class), but to take action to change them. We learned about processes that
enable us to look into ourselves and see how we have internalized what we see around
us, for better and for worse - the stereotypes we hold that we are not even aware of and support each other in trying to move beyond these.
As educators, we were able to name more clearly the qualities that allow this
type of transformation to occur. We learned the power that is generated when we create
spaces in which we can value each other. In those types of spaces there is everything
we need to help us to learn how to move towards a society in which there is greater
dignity and greater justice. We learn how to value and respect each other - regardless
and perhaps because of - differences.

Through hearing each others’ stories we see how

the power dynamics existent in society play out; we learn how to analyze power as we
see it played out in the world around us - and reflected in us; and we learn how to
support each other in challenging oppressive structures.
Naming is the first step towards change. Naming something reveals it - it
makes the invisible visible. We can see what we can name, and seeing it, knowing it is
there, we can then decide how we want to act towards it - accept it, challenge it, change
it, ignore it. We were able to see aspects of ourselves that needed to change in order to
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facilitate these processes (we are participants and subjects, too, of our society and its
structures) - places where we needed to expand our range of hearing and seeing and
valuing. There is no transformative education in which every participant is not
transformed - educator, facilitator, teacher, student, learner. We all were.
Jenny talks very eloquently about her learning around this theme. What
happened when we came together? What made these spaces transformative? And how
was she transformed? She enters into the conversation through talking about
knowledge - knowledge she gained through the course of working with the project.
Knowledge, I haven’t talked about knowledge. There’s certainly been a
ton of knowledge. ... Knowledge about participatory research, what it is.
All the things that it is. Knowledge about process, things we talked about
- you know, what is possible in a group of people together. That’s
definitely grown.
I think the sense of - there is this idea that I’m just in love with, because
I’m thinking about it a lot - of having this space - being able to provide
that, what is that made of - it’s made of listening, it’s made of the
structure we provide, by providing a room, and sort of standing back and
letting people interact - I don’t know if that’s an impact. That’s definitely
big.
What is that space made of? Listening, Jenny says - and through listening to
each other, we learn to value each other. Through valuing each other, particularly
across our diverse experiences and backgrounds, we learn about the world. Through
learning about the world in this way - through valuing each other and hearing each
other’s stories - we learn to do two things: 1) challenge our own stereotypes; and 2) see
more clearly the ways in which society is structured and the varied effects these
structures have on each of us. As Jenny describes beautifully:
I’ve been reading this Maxine Green ... about public space, and about ...
the possibilities of education, when you create this public space, it’s this
place where people can come together and sort of be who they are and talk
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to each other and dialogue and engage in dialogue - I think that that is a
large part of what we’re doing. The amount of energy that it took was so
worth it.
She talks about the richness, and the power of the learning, that came from the
diversity of the group:
It was so much work and so much energy, but I’m really glad that we did
it because it was this coming together of people - Thanyaluk and David
and Erica and Angela and Vicki and Kelly - just to name a few. Talk
about diversity. And that they really know each other at this level. That
they know things that they never would have known before, about life,
about how people’s lives are real, about people’s values, and it’s like you
just can’t get that any other way.
And that what we all learned from seeing that, seeing what happens - how
you provide... I think there is a lot that could be unpacked about what we
-1 mean at least we’ve learned general lessons - but we could really look
closely, and work on it, to learn very specific lessons about how to create
that space. How to structure it, the high expectations but where to be
flexible, the structure that you provide but where to flexible.
And the thing is that Maxine Green writes about is what education can
provide people is those opportunities to talk to each other so they realize
that they are in this common experience, that they are part of this common
experience. And to contemplate that, to really know what that is, is what
allows people to transform the (their?) world. It’s like you have to realize
you’re part of something bigger than yourself in order to transform it.
“You have to realize you’re part of something bigger than yourself in order to
transform it.” Until you do, you are an object of it. It is invisible, and therefore you
don’t choose how you act towards it, it acts towards you - it’s a one-way street. As
Jenny mentions, in common space where we are each present individually, but in which
collectively we can reflect and dream, in this space we can begin to see possibility.
Without first being able to imagine something better, there can be no action for positive
change. Jenny mentions Maxine Green, and it is appropriate to bring her in here
because she is so articulate about her vision, about the power of this type of space.
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In thinking of community, we need to emphasize the process words:
making, creating, weaving, saying, and the like. Community cannot be
produced simply through rational formulation nor through edict. Like
freedom, it has to be achieved by persons offered the space in which to
discover what they recognize together and appreciate in common; they
have to find ways to make intersubjective sense. Again, it ought to be a
space infused by the kind of imaginative awareness that enables those
involved to imagine alternative possibilities for their own becoming and
their group’s becoming. Community is not a question of which social
contracts are the most reasonable for individuals to enter. It is a question
of what might contribute to the pursuit of shared goods: what ways of
being together, of attaining mutuality, of reaching toward some common
world. (Greene, 1995, p. 39)
Jenny continues:
So it’s that also... If people don’t do that, then they’re subject to their
circumstances. It’s about breaking through the structures. In order to
break through the structures, in order to change things you have to break
through the structures that you’re living in, and in order break through the
structures, you have to be aware that they’re there. And it’s like those
kind of group interactions that people realize like, okay, the INS is the
structure, and it’s not that different from welfare, and the workplace is in
there too, and it’s part of some superstructure, so it’s like okay, suddenly
we see this sort of architecture we’re living in.
It’s transforming education [underline added], and that’s what we did. I
think we did it in our teams, we did it in our site research meetings which
gave us this incredible ... luxury ... to be able to - it’s the reflection piece
that we never get to do, never. So we wallowed in that. And I think it
really, it just made all of the difference. It made the difference, to be able
to do the work, and to know what it is we wanted to stay true to.
“Suddenly we start seeing this architecture we’re living in,” Jenny says. The
invisible becomes visible. The social structures that perpetuate existing power
dynamics, and the historical processes that underlie them, begin to become clear. It is
only through first being able to see these dynamics that we can resist them. As Giroux
says:
If we can sensitize our students, make them aware of the ideology of the
entrenched and empowered class and the way in which institutions often
operate to maintain the status quo, we put these students in a position to
fight back. (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1991, p. 201)
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Making plain the processes of historical reproduction, and our roles in it, we can
position ourselves in relation to these forces - creators and destroyers. Jenny describes
the Changes Project work as transformative - education for social transformation.
Kate also felt there was something powerful in the coming together in our teams
and as a large group, as she mentions here.
Working with that group [the CNA team] I thought was the most valuable
learning. I think really the most powerful thing was people who would
never have come together - I’m thinking of us as team members - got
together and learned from each other, worked together and had
connections. I loved the team.
Phyllis Cunningham asks,
What is the responsibility of adult education? Is it to promote the goals of
scientific rationality? Or is it to provide ideological space so that ordinary
citizens can participate in making history through a language of
possibility? (Cunningham, p. 3, 1993)
I think we were all surprised by what occurred in the common space when we all came
together. It was so powerful. This was felt not just by the SRFs, but by the team
members, as they described in earlier sections. The diversity of people and experiences
in this space, the safety of it, the story-telling, the listening, all allowed for a profound
quality of learning - both head and heart. And yes, it did allow us a freedom to imagine
possibility and to feel our individual and collective strength. It was transformative, and
as educators we were also transformed through the process. We will circle back to
reflections on this later in the section.
One of the important qualities of the group interactions was “caring”, or positive
regard. This is what made the spaces safe, and helped people to feel comfortable in
bringing in their personal stories. Many of these stories were directly related to the
issues we were researching. We could not have done the type of work we did without
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learning from and through our own and each other’s experiences - as well as from
outside sources of information. Kate talks about these dynamics here:
... Caring - it was a very caring group, all the groups, even when we were
having difficulties, we were caring, we had a commitment to each other.
Which - it’s important to recognize that, or let that in. In a good way - it
was like people just brought their personal life in and their junk and it just
became a group activity. In the CP, there was a balance. It didn’t take up
the group energy or activity, people bringing personally of themselves.
Like team members would have difficulty, and you can help them not in a
controlling way, but helping you to help yourself.
We were doing very personal work in a way. Everyone was affected by
the issues. Sometimes that kind of controlling help can erase yourself - or
someone else - and that’s not what we were about.
There was a balance between - it was all within a context of we’re all
learning and developing our skills and getting more confident - we’re all
doing the empowerment piece and I need help sometimes. And what was
happening within us was learning and growing ... People really shared of
themselves. Like we all told our life stories at the SRF gathering.
Gitana mentions this aspect as well - the quality of the feeling in the teams, and
the power of learning that came from the sharing of stories.
I enjoyed when we all got together with the groups, because we all learned
a lot from each other about the different issues and about what people
were going through ... and I thought that was very good. It really made for
a better understanding of the project, the bigger picture, so that was very
helpful and I enjoyed very much, and I think my team members also ...
The caring and the positive regard encouraged people to bring more and more of
themselves in. Because of this, we were able to learn from listening to each other’s
biographies. We were able to reflect on these experiences in relation to our own and
each other’s lives. Through gaining greater insight into each other’s lives empathy
grew. Over time, and we really began to feel like a community, working together for
common purposes. In the context of this community, as our knowledge of each other
and of the issues we were researching increased, we were able to reflect on and
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juxtapose personal experiences against the larger issues. We listened, analyzed,
synthesized, and learned, creating our own knowledge.
The groups often developed and used creative and non-traditional means for
generating and disseminating knowledge. Some of these are mentioned in the earlier
sections on Vicki and Kelly and on the Changes Project. Included here are two
examples, one from Gitana and one from Jenny.
Gitana felt that the learning that happened when the teams got together and
interacted was very powerful. She talks about how social action theater was an
especially effective vehicle for telling people’s stories, and for connecting the stories to
the issues and people to each other.
... I think the theater helped in that... and I think that when we did the
theater with just us ... and the Mentor Program Folks really started to
understand the immigration issues and there was such a connection
between the welfare folks and the immigration folks just because of that
one scenario that we did, and so I thought that was very powerful.
Jenny’s group used metaphor analysis. It was bom in the Mentor Team one day,
inadvertently, when Jenny was talking to a team member about how welfare reform was
affecting her. Jenny asked this team member to think of a metaphor to describe her
feelings. Out of the team member’s mouth popped, “I am a seed in a watermelon.”
That evolved into a poem, an art project, a book, and later into a metaphor analysis
curriculum the MP used in a GED program for single mothers. Jenny says:
Then we incorporated it into the writing class at [xxx], and it just sort of
became a teaching strategy. It was a very exciting thing to see. ... It was
something new that we were doing that had these incredible possibilities
... And one of the things that happened was ... students were going
around saying, “That’s a metaphor, oh. That’s a metaphor” - [We] had
created these “metaphor consultants” and these are people who are in a
literacy program. So, that kind of stuff. It wasn’t deliberate.
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“We Need to Change the Dialogue”. Witnessing the power of the knowledge
that was generated, and the strength and possibility that came out of these spaces we
created when we came together, was a powerful learning experience for us as educators.
It helped us to clarify our values, to identify key qualities of educational efforts that are
transformative, and to pinpoint the skills necessary to facilitate these processes. Jenny
starts out here describing what she learned in terms of the value of including those most
directly affected by particular issues in any efforts to address the effects of those issues.
I think involving adult learners, well involving welfare recipients who are
adult learners um in the investigation of this question, well, it was
appealing to me at the time, but now it’s a hundred times more appealing.
At the time it was a theory, an idea, that the people who are most directly
affected by the things that we’re trying to find out, be the ones who design
the question, who ask the questions and benefit in all these ways from the
work, not just from finding out, but from getting educational skills? The
incredible skills that they got. But it’s like the things you investigate, the
work you do, comes back to benefit the people who are most affected by
it. ... It’s the most ethical kind of research there is. And the best in a lot
of ways because of the knowledge that gets constructed. (Jenny)
The knowledge that “gets constructed” is one of the most valuable aspects of
doing this type of work, as Jenny says above. It is transformative, particularly for
people who have been on the margins. The growing confidence people gain, the belief
that yes my knowledge IS knowledge and it is valid, moves them increasingly away
from the margins and into the center. More voices become a part of the dialogue.
Existing power dynamics are challenged. Reason articulates the significance of
knowledge generation as an outcome of research here:
Knowledge is a fundamental element in the theory and practice of participatory
action research. This approach assumes that social science is not value free or neutral.
All research is political in nature, and has the potential to affect the distribution of
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power in society. Research can serve either to maintain or to challenge society’s
existing power relations.
Participatory researchers maintain that knowledge has become the single
most important basis of power and control... and that the oppressors’
power is, in part, derived from control of both the process and the products
of knowledge generation. And of course, this knowledge is not just what
is written in books and articles, knowledge is social praxis: generated by a
community group to promote activities for social change. (Reason, 1998
p. 25)
Jenny recognizes the power of knowledge in her reflections on her team’s first
participation at a conference at Smith,
I walked away ... very rebellious. You think you’re so smart. Open the
gates. We can do this. And we can do it really, really well. So, it’s sort
of... subverting the academy. It was subverting it. And that’s what PAR
is about, I guess.
Kate reflects on how her understanding of “what makes a difference” was
influenced by her participation in the project. The project helped her to clarify her
values, and to develop skills necessary for effecting social change. Above all, it “gave
[her] ... more of a passion.” Her learning was not just intellectual, it was also personal
and emotional - it involved her heart.
The work of the Changes Project developed my thinking, gave me more of a
passion, and also developed my skills. That I can bring to any kind of work. When we
were telling the stories of our lives, there is some kind of linear progression, but more
like looping, (can’t hear) before, but I didn’t have the skills, I didn’t have as clear
understanding of how to live out my values, and I didn’t have as clear an understanding
of what I thought would make a difference. Social change what does that mean - how
do you do that. And I started to have ideas. Like we need to change the dialogue. I
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started to have an idea of what would make a difference. Which I developed through
the Changes Project.
I ask Kate where she thinks change starts, or where it comes from (specifically
social change).
It’s all the things interacting together - individual, looking inside and
looking outside, data collection, reflection - and it’s groups of individuals
working together, and these groups connecting to other folks. It’s not so
much doing work and working really hard - as much as what’s the one
thing that sparks everyone’s energy, that they can work on, that they feel
passionate about, that goes together - national, global ...
Social change occurs when people come together, when people connect,
working together towards a common goal. The energy and passion that is
sparked is in the connection between and among people. It is generated by
people working together collectively for a common purpose. First there is
connection, then social change.
Kate elaborates on these thoughts through telling a story that illustrates a sort of
epiphany she had about how to effect social change.
I have a story, one of those lightening rods again. When we did Network
this time, there was the guy with the welfare agenda getting up and
railroading things and - then afterwards we talked to Bob Bickerton (the
head of adult education at the state’s Department of Education) and he
said you did a great job or something and these people we have to work
with them - I went to sleep and I woke up in the morning - and it was like
a realization - what we need to do is change the dialogue about the issues.
Because right below the common dialogue is agreement between the
groups. I’m thinking about if you do a sampling of Americans 78% say if
you need support, you should get it - and how Welfare Recipients say
Welfare Reform is good if it will help me get an education and get a job, I
want to have a job, I want to have an education. Everyone’s kind of in
agreement but we don’t know it because there’s the control of the more
common message like get greedy welfare moms off welfare and people
are abusing the system. So I’m thinking we just need to shift the dialogue.
And then we won’t have to worry about this guy because he won’t have
any power, you know? He has power of how he hooks into the national
agenda which is something that it created.
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And so part of that is, how can we change the dialogue about these issues?
And so. ... This came out of the Changes Project. ... The work is one and
the same, research - activism - listening to people, synthesizing. I think
the CP gave us all some tools to be a part of — and therefore to change the dialogue.
To change the dialogue, that is what important, and Kate felt the CP gave us the
tools to do that. Who has control of the common message? That common message can
be extremely destructive (like “greedy welfare moms”), and it is certainly not a message
generated by the struggling single mothers on welfare themselves. Discourses are
imbued with culture and with power. They have power. Those who have it often make
decisions for those who do not without knowing anything about their lives. So, we need
to open up more spaces for conversation, and, we need to “change the dialogue.”
In Jenny’s view, change is about changing people, not changing policy.
My goal was never to change policy. It would be great if policy would
change, but I think sort of the reality is that you change it from the ground
up, or you change people, you don’t change policy. You change the way
people think. By allowing them to talk to each other, and listen to each
other. And then somewhere maybe policy is gonna change. And maybe
not.
How do you change people? Through “letting them talk to each other, and listen
to each other.” Again, it is about common space, and about who is participating in the
conversation.
“That’s the Story - People Know”. Kate continues, talking about impacts we
may have had, but also about her own learning and insights about the valuing of
knowledge.
We were part of a group that had some impact, we didn’t really change
welfare or immigration reform, but there was discussion ...I feel like my
values are intact, but I have more understanding of political issues. I
learned more about the issues, I could understand them more, and
understand more about how these particular things could change.
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And I was amazed by how much people already know - maybe it’s not
couched to them like a particular policy, or critical analysis - people
know. They know about this stuff. What’s changing in their jobs - people
know a lot. People know, I will more operate more on this knowledge:
people know, and you start by asking them what they know. And that’s
the story. People know. Once you get into the regulations and things how important are those always? They know they’re not good for “me” all the regulations, that can be distancing in a way.
But also like knowing a lot from books ... People who know a lot about it.
We’re really saying the same thing, a little different, but we can’t always
hear each other - the people who’ve read a lot of books, may be looking
for a different answer so they’re not hearing the answer. But people may
be saying the same thing.
This is one of the key points. Participating in a dialogue is both about listening and
about talking. So the Changes Project may have helped the team members to feel more
confident and capable of participating, of talking, but the question still remains: who is
listening? The team members may feel that what they have to say is valuable, and they
may go ahead and say it, but are they heard? Those in positions of power may or may
not view their ways of knowing and expressing themselves as legitimate, as valid. We
can’t always hear across discourses.
As educators, we absolutely must challenge ourselves to expand our range of
hearing. How can we possibly hope to help people to contribute to the dialogue if we
ourselves cannot hear that what they have to say has value? Kate mentions this here,
and this is critical. She said, “I was amazed by how much people already know ...
people know a lot.” She continued, “People know, I will more operate more on this
knowledge: people know, and you start by asking them what they know. And that’s the
story. People know.” Yes.
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We need to expand our range of hearing so that our students can teach us what
we need to know about their lives, their cultures, their experiences, so that we can teach
effectively. This is a constant, ongoing process of listening, reflecting - collectively and
individually. It is a process of challenging, questioning, accepting, valuing, and
changing. Always.
Jenny describes how her hearing expanded.
Research taught me to listen better ... And then I think there was also a
tension I felt, and I think it was sort of as a whole, and it was a very good
tension to be aware o£ because the students I worked with were college
students, you know, fairly literate, had sort of transitioned from ABE to
college, and so were capable of doing a level of work that other students
weren’t capable of doing. So to come back to that SRF group every two
weeks or so and to really see that it was only one kind of work, and not a
level thing.
The kind of work that the RWN students could do was just as valuable,
just as powerful, just as valid. The CNA students, you know. Just in a
different mold.
That was something I was hyper aware of, all the way through the project.
Sort of challenging my own thinking about what’s legitimate, what’s
powerful, that was challenging, and it took awhile. But I think it really did
sink in, again, moving from the theory of knowing that’s true, that there
are many different kinds of literacy, there are many different modes of
literacy, and it’s not a hierarchical thing, necessarily, in terms of the value
of that knowledge, you know. Sort of knowing that theoretically, but
actually having it proved to me through the project was very important.
(Jenny)
Absolutely, this is essential, “it’s not a hierarchical thing, necessarily, in terms
of the value of that knowledge...” An educator who is working for social
transformation cannot do so without believing this - that knowledge is socially
constructed, and its value is about who has power in the given society at the given time.
Cunnigham describes the role of an educator in relation to this:
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Let's think of the teacher and student as intellectual. This changes the
power relations in the educational setting. Teachers are not just clever
conduits of official knowledge. ... Teaching is about producing
intellectuals from marginalized as well as dominant populations.
Education is about producing knowledge; it is about collecting data as a
way of life, analyzing these data and their relationships to me and my
context, and transforming me and my context to a more egalitarian set of
relationships.
If knowledge is socially produced, then knowledge can be produced by
any group of people. Further, the way any group experiences the world,
their culture, their contexts, will affect the way they see and name the
world. In our classrooms, then we must clarify the nature of knowledge
and our own subjectivity in our position as teacher or co-learner. ...
Now we can think about questions such as: Whose knowledge are we
studying? Why? ... If knowledge is affected by the socially constructed
culture and the context from which it arose, then whose culture is being
celebrated?
These kinds of questions being us directly to the question of who our
intellectuals are and to the idea of competing knowledges developed out of
marginalized groups. (Cunningham, 1993, p. 7)
“Holding Up A Mirror”. How can we - as educators - continue to challenge
ourselves to hear wider and farther? To hear what we might not know is there? To
allow our worlds to turn upside down? I think part of the answer is in creating spaces in
which diverse people come together - and then stepping back and listening, really
listening. I think it’s in letting go of control - providing support, but giving up control
of processes and products so that others ways of knowing and being can come in, can
emerge. And I think it is in constant, endless critical reflection - with self, but also with
others, particularly with those who we are teaching, and who, after all, are our most
valuable teachers. Doing research - particularly participatory research - is one way to
help ensure that all of these things happen. Jenny talks about this here:
I was ... connecting how teacher research, or being a teacher who’s doing
research at the same time as she’s teaching is a really good thing. That
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one doesn’t take away from the other. That they both complement each
other. Because you’re much more aware of what you’re doing. You’re
watching yourself. You’re holding a mirror up.
You’re having more than one purpose, which are good purposes, and
because it’s also participatory research, you’re also involving students in
all those purposes, and looking at themselves, and holding up a mirror,
being more deliberate, more conscious about literacy acquisition, and so
there’s these themes that we’re investigating as we acquire literacy.
Because there’s always a lot going on anyway, so it’s being more aware of
all the different things that are going on. And that’s partly the
ethnographer at work. You know that’s been taught to be a language
researcher, that’s been taught to pay attention to exactly what words a
person uses, and how they use them, and then the participatory way is pass
that information on to the learner, not just keep that information to
yourself.
But make that part of the lesson, okay, so we’re using these all these
words that are about the color black when we’re talking about negative
things, you know, instead of going into the comer and writing that down,
that becomes part of the lesson. You know, what is it that this metaphor is
about, education is a key, where do you stand, what is your position in this
institution, so I guess the point I’m making is that as a teacher, doing this
KIND of research, that’s participatory, enhances teaching. It really can.
And it’s not even harder. It’s ... good teaching. And in a way it’s easy.
Because you’re not doing it alone, because you’re sharing the burden.
People are psyched. If it’s working. People are really psyched.
Inquiry allows us to hold the mirror up. Doing it in a common space with others
lets us see ourselves reflected in their eyes. Their reality edges itself into ours, and
through this, we are transformed. This is how we begin to expand our vision. The more
that we know about the realities, the lives, of those with whom we work, the more
effective we can be. There is no true learning without risk. And there will be no true
educational change unless we as educators ourselves our transformed - continually,
constantly, and conscientiously.
We did not all share similar experiences of the project, nor take away from it the
same learning. I would like to include Gitana’s voice here, as a separate section.
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because what she has to say does not follow the pattern of the themes identified above.
Her perspectives have value, and I want to make sure I have provided the space here for
these to be represented.

Other Changes

“I Want People to Understand That What I Believe In Has A Lot to Do
with Where I Came From”
Gitana talks about two critical changes that resulted from her participation in the
project. One is related to her identity, to her conception of herself as a BrazilianAmerican, and the other is related to a decision she made to leave teaching.
During the course of her work with the Changes Project, Gitana talks about how
she developed a stronger sense of her identity as both a Brazilian as well as an
American. She describes how this awareness developed. Before the project, she had
focused primarily on how Americanized she felt, how acculturated. During the
Changes Project, however, she became more consciously aware of her Brazilian identity
and its influences on her life - her perceptions, her interactions and her experiences.
She talks about how this awareness enabled her to be more assertive. As her clarity
about her beliefs and values grew she could better articulate when her views were
different than those of others. Her confidence increased. She felt simultaneously more
connected to the United States as well as to herself as a Brazilian American and as a
Brazilian.
...[The Changes Project] made me feel more connected [to the US] in
terms of learning about the issues that we were researching. Of course I
had no idea about welfare and the changing workplace and we got to learn
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a lot more about those issues and that makes me feel more grounded and I
can understand the US system better, and navigating the system.
But I think that what happened was that - because I consider myself very
Americanized - but I realized that my cultural differences are still very
much present, and these things were coming back to me as I was working
on the project, and I think that that has made an impact on me now where I
realize, ok, you are Americanized, but there really are a lot of things that
you just can’t let go of [about] the culture. So now I’m not trying to
pretend that I accept everything, that things are okay. I still want to make
sure that people don’t take that for granted - where I came and what my
values and principles are.
People really don’t really have a total understanding what it is to be in a
different country, living in a different country, because they think my
language skills are very good and she’s been here for so long ... It’s
almost like oh, she was from Brazil but in another life. And that’s really
not the case, and I don’t want that to be the case anymore... I want people
to understand that that no, that what I believe in has a lot to do with where
I came from.
As Gitana gained a clearer sense of her identity she was better able to articulate herself
- both to herself to others. Being better able to express herself, she gained selfassurance. As she says, despite the difficulties, “[the Changes Project] increased my
confidence.” The more confidence she had, the more she was able to integrate and value
her identities. She now was able to ask that others do the same.

“If I Can’t Be a Good Teacher. Then I Don’t Want to be a Teacher”
i

Secondly, Gitana talks about how during the course of the project, she never felt
that she succeeded in living up to her own expectations. That, coupled with her desire
for concrete results and the frustrations that came with feeling as though we never
achieved them, finalized Ghana’s decision to leave teaching.
I think that the Changes Project really marks a time in my life where ...I
decided to change my career path. ... I don’t know ... I think that the
project has a lot to do with why. But I think that even before I started the
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project I already knew that it was going to be the time to reevaluate where
I wanted to go, and I think it did do that... As much as I enjoy helping
people and making a difference, I ... have done that. I was doing that just
being a classroom teacher. 1 was a successful teacher as far as I’m
concerned in terms of my goals of wanting to be a teacher.
But when 1 started I already knew I did not want to be full time teacher
anymore. ..so I went from being a full time teacher to being a part time
teacher ... Then the project pretty much took over and what happened was
that I ended up not having enough energy to be a good teacher in the
classrooms and that really bothered me very much. And I didn’t want to be
a not so good teacher because I had, I had expectations and I knew what I
could be in the classroom, and I wasn’t being that at all.
So I think a part of it is because of the project. ... knowing that I couldn’t
be as good of a teacher as I wanted to be or as I had been in the past, I just
didn’t have any energy, the motivation, to do it anymore, and I didn’t want
to go back to it. Because if I can’t be a good teacher then I don’t want to
be a teacher. ... I think I don’t find being a teacher as rewarding as it used
it to be before. I think it goes back to wanting to see results. Working
very hard and getting just a little bit here, and just a little bit there.
The ways in which Gitana was transformed as a result of the project differed
from the other SRFs in content, but were as radical. She became stronger and clearer
about her identity as an immigrant. Her initial focus, after arriving in the US, was on
adapting and fitting in. In some ways, she put her own identity aside to this end.
During the course of the project she was able to return to herself, as it were, to reidentify with being Brazilian, and to bring this part of herself back into the light. This
did not mean a rejection of her current identity, simply a greater integration of all of the
aspects of her life. Gitana gained a sense of clarity about who she was and how she
wanted to move in the world. This was a source of strength, enabling her to feel more
confident and more assertive.
At the same time, the Changes Project’s nebulousness and lack of concreteness
w'as always very challenging for Gitana. She was not only juggling the multiple and
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demands of the project, but she was also struggling with questions about her identity.
She did not always feel she “fit in” to the SRF group, as she voiced in the previous
section. She did not have the support of a sort of “safe space” in which to reflect and
recoup and regroup in the company of others. Ultimately, she decided to leave
teaching. As she says, she was considering this before the project began, but her
experiences with the project helped her to finalize her decision. She didn’t feel she was
living up to her expectations, there were too many pieces to attend to at once, and it was
hard for her to feel she was doing any of them well. It is, perhaps, because of her
commitment, because she cared so very much, that she couldn’t stay, “If I can’t be a
good teacher then I don’t want to be a teacher.” Any teacher who engages both her
heart as well as her head will be changed, maximally transformed, through her work and Gitana was.

Conclusion
In this chapter, the Site Research Facilitators describe the meaning they made
through their participation in the Changes Project. In the first section, “How to Begin,”
the SRFs describe the difficulties they faced during the initial phase of the project.
These centered around trying to understand what the project was about and to define our
roles within it. In the beginning, there was no clear sense of a common mission, nor no
clear sense of a common identity. We were fragmented, and each of us was struggling
with how to balance our multiple roles and tasks. We struggled with trying to
understand what “participatory” meant, both philosophically as well as practically - and
how this related to what we were doing. We struggled with questions like, “how do you
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facilitate a participatory process”? How do you lead without dominating? How do you
step back and still provide the support people need?
We asked questions about how you know if something is participatory or not trying to get at the heart of what participatory means. We asked, for example, was our
project participatory even though the issues were not chosen by the team members’
themselves? Was it participatory even though not all of the research methods came
organically from the teams - that is, because we had pre-committed the use of certain
tools and techniques to the funders? And what does “action” mean? What counts as
action? Frustrations and doubt arose. Expectations did not always match reality.
Agendas sometimes conflicted. We explored, we tried out, we discussed, we reflected,
we worked, and we became consumed by the project - emotionally, intellectually and
practically.
In the second phase of the project, reflected in the theme, “The Key Word I
Read is Connection,” a shift occurred. We began to relax and feel more comfortable.
We became clearer about our roles and how to balance them. Most importantly, we
began to feel a common identity and a sense of a common mission. We started to feel
connected to each other, to our teams, and to the project as a whole. Through this
connectedness we developed trust and a shared understanding. At the same time, the
size and shape of our work was coming into focus and we were less anxiety filled about
whether or not we were being “participatory.” We came to see that participatory
research looks different in different settings.
We had outside commitments, but work we did internally was becoming
increasingly more directed by the teams. We struggled less and less with how to step

335

out of the “driver’s seat” - there was less of a need for us to be in it to begin with. As
the teams developed a stronger sense of who they were and what they wanted to do, and
a greater confidence in themselves, the energy of the project became more tangible. It
was generated from the center. The deliverables — those things that we promised to the
funders - were no longer our primary focus. We completed them, and in fact learned
from doing them, but at the same time, we could still branch out and do other work that
we wanted to do. We could follow the new threads that were emerging from the
research, from the actions we were taking, and from our reflections.
In the section, “It’s Transforming Education and That’s What We Did,” the
SRFs describe their learning about educational processes that result in transformation
and in positive social change. They reflect on the characteristics of these types of
processes, and how as educators we can be facilitators of these efforts. They talk about
how participating in the project was a constant process of holding the mirror up to
themselves, constantly seeing, reflecting on, challenging and learning from their own
identities, styles, and beliefs as educators. The Changes Project was transformational not only of the team members, but of the Site Research Facilitators as well.
The SRFs describe what they learned about facilitating a participatory process.
They all said that they learned to feel more comfortable with “nebulousness and
complexity,” and more capable of working well within a team. They learned more
about the balance between knowing when and how to step in and offer direction and
guidance, and when to step back and let others take the lead. They talk about learning
better how to walk the fine line between giving people enough support and
encouragement so that they feel confident in taking risks, and not providing enough - or
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providing too much - so that people either don’t feel grounded, or become overly
dependent. They reflect that they felt like the Changes Project helped them to learn to
be better teachers and better facilitators. It expanded their range of skills and abilities.
The SRFs also discuss at length how profound the experience of working in the
teams was - both in the individual site teams and the large group. They describe the
quality of the space that was created and how this determined the type of learning and
action that came from it, what we did and who we were as a project. The SRFs reflect
on what they valued about that space - and what they learned about themselves as
facilitators within it. They talk about how the spaces we created were made up of
listening and valuing. They were safe spaces in which people talked and told their
stories and felt heard. Through talking - and being heard - people gained the
confidence to speak out in public venues. Through listening we learned more about
each other and about the issues. We expanded our range of hearing. We challenged our
stereotypes and biases, we felt deeply for each other and our empathy grew. Out of this
empathy grew a greater desire to act to make positive change. We learned about the
connections between the personal and the emotional, and the social and the political.
Through coming together in those spaces we all gained confidence. We realized we
were a part of something bigger than ourselves, and that together we could act to reach
our common goals.
From this experience, the SRFs began to form clearer ideas about what
constitutes social change. Jenny talks about how it is about changing people, not
changing policy - you work “from the ground up.” She marvels at the power that came
from the spaces we created within the project in terms of knowledge construction.
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People began to feel like their knowledge was valid and valuable. People who
previously did not feel confident in “participating in the conversation” now felt they
could - they had valid, legitimate things to say - and they were saying them. How do
you change policy? Jenny answers, “Through letting [people] talk to each other, and
listen to each other.” Jenny felt that the type of work we did in the project allowed just
that to happen.
Kate talked about “lightning bug” moments she had during the project. She too
began to feel that social change happens through “changing the dialogue” - through
talking and listening to each other. Who is talking and listening to who becomes a key
question. The Changes Project allowed its participants to gain the belief in themselves
they needed to begin to talk in wider and wider arenas, to join in making decisions that
would effect themselves and their communities, and they gained a greater desire to do
so. Kate says it’s not about just working hard, but about, “what’s the one thing that
sparks everyone’s energy, that they can work on, that they feel passionate about.”
Reflecting on the project, she says that this is the heart of social change, where it starts
and what keeps the momentum going.
The SRFs also expressed a greater desire to work towards creating social change
and to continue to be involved in educational efforts that lead to “expanding the
conversation” - expanding the range of who participates. Their experiences in the
Changes Project helped them to become clearer about their goals, to become more
committed to educational processes that lead to positive change, that assist those who
are affected by given issues to become the leaders in directing the type of changes that
need to occur. The facilitators describe how they broadened the skills they needed in
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order to do so. Through their participation in the project, they also learned that in
facilitating transformatory processes as educators, you yourself will be changed. It is a
constant, continually evolving, deeply challenging, powerful process. As educators
desiring to be a part of processes such as these, we must be ready to be changed
ourselves.
In the final section of this chapter, one of the SRFs expresses some of the
changes she experienced in terms of her identity and future directions that are somewhat
different than those expressed by the other SRFs. We all, however, experienced
profound change and profound learning as a result of our participation in the project, as
recounted in this chapter - learning about ourselves as teachers; about how to foster the
types of common spaces that allow us to connect to each other, get to know each other,
listen to and value each other and challenge stereotype and bias; about the role of
empathy in that and how to nurture it its growth; about what constitutes social change
and about how to help support people who have historically been on the margins to
become a part of these processes - to lend their voices, to begin speaking out; about the
connections between the personal, the political and the social; about how the valuing of
knowledge plays such a large role in the valuing of people and of who is listened to and
who is not; and about the characteristics of educational processes that help people to
feel stronger, more confident and more valuable. It was a powerful learning process for
all of us - challenging, frustrating and exhausting but also exhilarating and profound.
As Peter Elbow has said (quoted earlier in Chapter 4):
Good learning is not a matter of finding a happy medium where both
parties are transformed as little as possible. Rather, both parties must be
maximally transformed-in a sense deformed. There is violence in
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learning. We cannot learn something without eating it, yet we cannot
really learn it either without being chewed up. (Elbow, 1986, p. 147)
In the Changes Project our learning was intense and personal - we were “in a sense
deformed.” This Chapter contains our recounting of how our participation in the project
shaped our lives - as educators and as people.
The next and final chapter. Chapter 7, is the concluding chapter. In this chapter,
I overview the dissertation and summarize major points. I then talk about implications
of the project for other educators and for policy makers, and recommendations for
further research.
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CHAPTER 7

KEEPING THE GATES OPEN
Conclusion
...Freedom shows itself or comes into being when individuals come
together in a particular way, when they are authentically present to one
another (without masks, pretenses, badges of office), when they have a
project they can mutually pursue. When people lack attachments, when
there is no possibility of coming together in a plurality or a community,
when they have not tapped their imaginations, they may think of breaking
free, but they will be unlikely to think of breaking through the structures
of their world and creating something new. ... There must be a coming
together of those who choose themselves as affected and involved. There
must be an opening of a space between them, what Hannah Arendt called
an “in-between” (1958, p. 182), deeper and more significant than merely
practical or worldly interests. (Greene, 1988, pp. 16-17)
I would like here to return to the initial questions guiding this study. The
overarching question was: what meaning did participants make of the Changes Project?
Specifically, how do the Changes Project participants, including Site Research
Facilitators and team members, describe their experiences of the project? And, in what
ways has the Changes Project influenced or changed its participants (that is, future
directions, perceptions, values, self concept, knowledge, voice, and so forth)? In
reflecting on the meaning participants made of the project, there are two primary themes
I would like to highlight here: knowledge and space - or process. There are numerous
sub-themes related to each, and I will reflect on these in this discussion. In addition, the
Site Research Facilitators reflections revolved around two additional threads, and these
are: teacher change and angst. I will give an overview of their descriptions in this
section as well.
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Nancy Goldberger says that one goal of education is to facilitate the process
through which people can become “engaged as active contributing knowers in their
communities” (Goldberger, et al., 1996, p. 347). All of the Changes Project team
members described ways in which, over time, they became more confident and capable
as knowers. They became more active, and felt increasingly that they were positive,
contributing members of their communities. Many of the team members did not start
out believing, however, that what and how they knew had value. There was a radical
shift in their perceptions of themselves in regards to this over the course of the project.
Team members describe initial feelings of fear and insecurity, feelings of being “less
than.” Erica describes how she started out thinking of politics, for example, as
something that “is for other people who know stuff.” These perspectives changed for
team members over time, however. Towards the end of the project, for example, Kelly
was clear, “You don’t have to have college knowledge to know it all,” she said. Vicki
said, “I don’t feel like a nobody no more, I feel like a somebody.” Solana described it
this way, “I feel now I have the power, the power to do things, like taking decisions in
my life.” The team members moved from feeling they were at the periphery, to feeling
they were at - or very near - the center.
No longer feeling object of, but rather subject, affected everything: their
conceptions of themselves, their position in their families, communities and in society,
their actions, and their motivation to act. Underlying these changes are the ways they
came to know during the course of the project. In their descriptions, several different
ways of knowing emerge, interconnected and concurrent, but each with its own
qualities. I relied on Peter Park’s epistemology (1993, 1998) for the purposes of
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categorization in this narrative. He describes the three types of knowing as
representational, relational, and reflective. Team members articulate their learning in
terms of each, but their stories also illuminate the interconnections, as well as two
threads that ran throughout - empathy and action.
Representational knowledge, which I have also referred to as “how to”
knowledge, is knowledge that is about information, access and skills. Team members
talk about how their English improved, how they learned to read and write better, how
they learned about research, what they learned about the various issues, and their
increased abilities to access information and resources. Relational knowledge is
knowing that we create and live in relationships (Park, 1998). It has to do with empathy
and compassion. Reflective knowledge is analytical, it is about looking critically at the
world and how it is organized, and ourselves in relationship to it. It is examining how
society is structured, for example, how it gets structured that way, and what this has to
do with us, our lives, the lives of those we know, and how we act.
For the team members, whose descriptions highlight ways that their knowledge
developed in each of these categories, they always talk about what they learned in the
context of how they wanted to use it - to improve their lives and the lives of others. I
think that there are two primary reasons for this. One is the fact that all of the team
members were also affected - in one way or another - by the issues we were
researching. Two is the quality of the spaces that were created within the project and
how this influenced the relationships we developed, and therefore the ways that we
came to know.
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Bradbury and Reason describe how action research can lead to specific ways of
knowing:
Action research is emancipatory, it leads not just to new practical
knowledge, but to new abilities to create knowledge. In action research
knowledge is a living, evolving process of coming to know rooted in
everyday experience; it is a verb rather than a noun. (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001, p. 5)
Therefore, the quality of the space, the relationships that are developed, and the types of
experiences being examined, will have a strong impact on the content and processes of
knowing that emerge. In the Changes Project, we were looking at Welfare Reform,
Immigration Reform, and the changing workplace, and how these issues impacted on
the learning needs of the team members and other participants in the project. We
learned about these issues through gathering information from books and web sites and
organizations, and through doing formal interviews, but we also learned about them
from each other. We learned about them from listening to each other’s stories and
hearing about each other’s experiences in the team meetings and in our large group
gatherings. The learning was never divorced from how it was lived and experienced.
In other words, I may have a new piece of information from the newspaper that
says the time limit for welfare recipients will be reduced to three years. That
information is contextualized for me because I can immediately picture how that is
going to effect so and so. At the same time, because our gathering spaces within the
project allowed relationships to develop that were based on caring and positive regard,
empathy was ever-present. I know it’s going to affect so and so this way, how is she
going to make it? The empathy was there, and that, combined with the increasing
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feelings of confidence and ability, sparked the desire to act - to do something to change
this situation that is impacting so negatively on me or on her or on them.
To me, the key qualities of the spaces we created that fostered these ways of
knowing - empathic, critical, based on and foregrounded by action and the desire to act
- were these: safety, diversity, caring, and respect. First of all, the spaces we created
were safe. All of the team members talk about this, as do the Site Research Facilitators.
The team meetings, for example, were places where team members felt they could
freely express themselves, bring their full selves in, their stories, their experiences, their
emotions. As Min says, “We built good relationship and we have confidence with each
other ... we can talk our lives.” They knew that in these spaces they would be heard,
and what they had to say would be valued. The team meetings served in a way as
practice grounds for voice. They were places where the team members felt they could
try themselves out, take risks and rediscover who they we were.
Reason and Bradbury ask, “How can we create space for people to articulate
their world in the face of power structures, which silence them?” (Reason, 2004, p. 17).
We do this by creating safe spaces in which people feel they can voice themselves, bell
hooks (1994), for example, decided at one point in her life that her written voice was
one which was trying to “explain, to placate, to appease. [It] contained the fear of
speaking that often characterizes the way those in a lower position within a hierarchy
address those in a higher position of authority” (pp. 55-56). She decided to change her
audience. She began writing to black women thereby placing herself and them, “at the
speaking center” (p. 56). For bell hooks, this was an act of transformation. Her voice
changed in relation to whom she was writing. When she spoke to those who were her
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equals, who were not in differential power relationship to her, then she felt she could
not only be heard, but could speak, or write, with a power she didn’t otherwise feel she
had. Gaining strength from this audience, she felt she could voice herself more
powerfully to other audiences.
The team meetings were these spaces, spaces in which the team members could
express themselves, in which we learned about each other as well as the issues, and they
were practice grounds for speaking out in other arenas. The large group gatherings
became a safe space, too, and this venue was the first practice ground for public voice.
So, safety, and knowing that what you have to say will be listened to and valued, this
was an essential quality of the space we created in terms of the knowledge that was
generated.
Also, we were an incredibly diverse group - in terms of class, ethnicity,
nationality, languages spoken, race, backgrounds and experiences (the one aspect in
which we were not that diverse was gender - we were predominantly female). The rich
diversity of the group had a strong impact on what we learned. We saw every issue
through multiple perspectives - not just one or two, we found out about ways of being in
the world we had not considered, we came to understand multiple realities. People
brought themselves fully in because the spaces were safe. The more we learned about
each other, the more we cared. The more we each felt listened to, the better we could
listen to others. We learned to listen with feeling, with empathy, with the reaching out
to the other that empathy involves - trying to understand from the inside out. Again, it
was iterative. The more we understood, the more empathy grew. Listening developed
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and reiterated empathy. The more empathy, the better the quality of listening, the more
people felt they could express themselves.
The spaces were made of who we each were, who we all were when we came
together, and of listening. Through hearing and telling stories, in relationship, and in
the specific relationships we had within the spaces of the Changes Project, we came to
know. The ways of knowing outlined above all were existent, but integral to each is
feeling and action - caring enough to want to do something to make it better. Through
action, team members applied their knowledge and voiced themselves in wider and
wider venues. The more that they did this, the more that their confidence grew, in
themselves as knowers and actors. The more capable they felt, the more motivated they
were to act.
What the team members learned had its roots in relationship and its expression
in action. About English, for example, Dolores said,
[Before] I never tried to speak ... all the time I say, ‘Oh! My English, my
English!’ I have to go to the doctor or make an appointment and I say
please Fernando help me, but now, after the Changes Project, I try for
myself.
Solana, talking about what she had learned about immigration reform, said, “[now] we
have tools to change - at least in our lives, and to help other people near us to change
their situations.” David, who talked a great deal about his shock - through hearing
other team members’ stories - to find out that he had stereotypes and biases about
people that he never thought he had, said, “My thing was ... prejudice against certain
people ... The whole thing has turned me around ... It has something to do with getting
together with all these people.” We developed what Wenger (1998) quoted in Gilly
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(2003) terms a “community of practice.” It was the nature of this community and
quality of its relationships that determined the knowledge we created.
The group develops from a collection of individuals to a community of
practice (Wenger 1998) where processes of transforming experience into
knowledge are habituated. ... sometimes a collaborative self develops.
When a collaborative self develops the individual voices are not lost but
become stronger like the separate threads in a much stronger rope. ...
Reality-bet ween is what exists between the collaborators ... (Gilly, 2003,
p. 78)
Together we were stronger, as Dolores quoted Thanyaluk as saying, “If we work
together we have the power.” And the reality-between that we created was based on
empathy, caring, the desire to make positive change, who we were, and the issues that
we were researching.
In learning about the issues and their effects through relationship they were
never de-contextualized (and they were certainly not de-contextualized for those whom
they directly affected). At the same time, through both action and reflection, the team
members gained an increasingly analytical eye. They began to analyze the structures
and processes that reproduced the dynamics whose effects were so devastating to them
or to those they knew. They processes by which laws and policies are made began to be
clearer, as well as the tragic irony behind some of these policies. Here is the
Administration talking about family values, for example, when there is less and less
support for single mothers and their children every day. What is the basis of policies
that do not hold men accountable but instead blame women for being “baby makers” (as
Vicki said)? The invisible made visible. The historical roots - gender inequity, racism
- how power coalesces in certain places, how it is kept there. As Erica said, “I started
seeing how politics work,” and then looked around and asked, “where are the people
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like me?” The more the processes became clear to the team members, the more they
wanted to do something, to speak out, to resist, to make changes - and they did. The
more they did, the stronger they felt. The stronger they felt, the more they wanted to
do.
Peter Park articulates the process eloquently:
Since much of the social injustice characteristic of modern society is
structural in origin, participatory research acts as a catalytic intervention in
social transformative processes. It assists organized activities of ordinary
people who have little power and small means to come together and
change the structural features of their social milieu in an effort to realize a
fuller life and a more just society. In this process, individuals involved
may often change by becoming more aware, more critical, more assertive,
more creative, and more active. Participatory research aims to empower
people, not only in the sense of being psychologically capacitated but also
in the sense of being in-power politically to effect needed social change.
This is a long-range objective which cannot be fully attained in one or two
projects of a limited time span, but it is the horizon toward which the logic
of participatory research pushes. (Park, 1993, pp. 2-3)
Through the course of the Changes Project, the team members talk about feeling that
they became more “in-power politically,” more capable of working to make positive
change in their lives and in their communities. They became more confident and their
voices grew stronger. They became - more and more - a part of the conversation,
contributing to decisions that affected them, lending their voices to resist, challenge,
and create. They became - more fully - participants in “public, community and
economic life” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, p. 9).

Through their stories and descriptions,

we see how they were transformed, and how - in turn - they have already begun to
transform the world.
.. The primary purpose of action research is not to produce academic
theories based on action; nor is it to produce theories about action; nor is it
to produce theoretical or empirical knowledge that can be applied in
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action; it is to liberate the human body, mind and spirit in the search for a
better, freer world. (Reason and Bradbury, p. 6, HAR)
I believe that they have the capacity, the power, and the heart, to do just that - to lead us
to a, “better, freer world.”
The Site Research Facilitators’ reflect on the themes described above, and also
talk about ways in which the project affected them as educators and as people. The
initial phase of the project was very difficult. There was a lot of angst. The project
started out as a many-tentacled beast, and the SRFs spent much of the first phase trying
to figure out how to juggle between and balance the competing demands. In addition,
there was a great deal of initial struggle about howto “facilitate” a participatory process
- when to step in, when to step back. The amorphousness, the lack of concreteness, this
was very trying as well, and learning how to work within a group did not come easily in
the beginning either.
However, we survived, and in the end, despite (or maybe because of) the
struggles, the learning was immense. We expanded our repertoire as educators,
learning better how to work within groups, and learning better how to help without
“controlling” (Kate) - how to walk the fine balance between giving too much support
and too little. We became clearer about where social change comes from - and the
power of empathy, relationship and voice. We clarified our own values. Through the
eternally present mirror of research, we came face to face not only with our practice, but
with ourselves. This impacted on our identities, and our conceptions of ourselves.
There was no place to hide, and - though it was not easy - we became stronger because
of it.
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Most importantly, however, we too learned to listen better, wider, farther - we
expanded our range of hearing. For us as educators, desiring to work towards a more
just society, this is essential.

If we cannot see and hear the ways of knowing that exist

in our classrooms, in the educational spaces we create, then we cannot see and hear the
strength and power of the adults with whom we work. Not hearing and not seeing are
as much actions as their opposites are - they are the actions of denying, the action of
shutting the door. In order, as Jenny says, to “keep the gates open,” we need to be able
to believe in the power and ability of people to walk through them. We need to be able
to see that, and to be able to foster and support it. We need to make sure we are letting
those we “educate” educate us. We can do that through conscientiously creating
educational spaces that are participative and through collective reflection in common
with those we work.
Lisa Delpit quotes Alice Walker,
Alice Walker, in The Same River Twice: Honoring the Difficult (1996),
says that ‘even to attempt to respectfully encounter ‘the other’ is a sacred
act, and leads to and through the labyrinth. To the river. Possibly to
healing. A ‘special effect’ of the soul.’ Encountering the other is difficult,
for all humans, whether it be in language or in ritual; yet, for me, it
sometimes seems the only way we will ever make this democracy work ...
(Delpit, 2002, p. 216)
The Changes Project taught us value of creating safe spaces in which we can
“respectfully encounter” each other, spaces in which we work together for common
purposes, diverse spaces. I do think that in these spaces we will find healing, and that it
is in these spaces and what is created from them that there is the most hope for a more
just world.
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Recommendation for Further Research
Adults are the experts on their lives. In designing programs for them, let us find
out what they have to say about their lives, about what their needs are, and about what
their goals are - both short and long-term. The more research we can do to this end, the
more successful educational programs will be. The more that the adults the programs
intend to serve are participants in the design and implementation of these programs, the
more meaningful and relevant they will be, and the more likely to promote self-reliance.
The more chance they will have of helping adults to meet their goals of becoming
positive contributing members of their communities. A healthy democracy is based on
participation. Let us open the gates and keep them open. Participatory research is one
means of doing so.

Coda
One of the tensions in this project was whether or not it was participatory. We
often asked this question, particularly in the beginning. We struggled with, for
example, meeting the funders’ agenda while simultaneously staying true to the agenda s
emerging from - and being more and more clearly articulated by - each of the teams,
and the project as a whole as our identity developed. Was the project participatory or
not? The answer to these questions is yes. It was both participatory and not
participatory. This will always be true of “participatory” processes in education and
research. What we learned is that doing participatory research is a messy,
contradictory, multi-faceted process. Looking for an essentialist heart of
“participatoryness” is a detractor. In outside funded projects, there will always be a
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tension between the funder’s agenda and the participants’ agenda. Funders’ agendas are
almost always pre-determined, whereas in a participatory process there is constant
evolution and change. It is possible to stay true to both the funder’s agenda and to be
responsive to participants’ agendas, to be responsive to change. External funding is
often necessary to allow a process to happen. It does not have to dictate the process,
however.
To talk about an essentialist definition of what “participatory” is is to contradict
oneself. Participatory is about both/and not either/or. Participatory processes are
evolving processes, organic, shape-shifting - they look different in different settings.
There are certain common characteristics - for example, ownership by those who are
affected by the issues being explored, an intention for the process to result in a shift in
power (whether it is a feeling of greater personal power, an ability to take action, and/or
a shift in political dynamics) - but the extent to which each is present or in what ways
they are present is a matter of degree. It is important to constantly talk about and reflect
on the process as it is happening, and to ask the question, “Is this participatory?” It is
also important, however, not to get stuck there - on that question alone.

In the

reflection itself is action and resistance, it is a political act. The goal is the process
itself, not coming up with a unified, solid, non-changing ANSWER. YES - this is
participatory and this is not. The heart is in the work, it is in the process itself, it is in
transformation.
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The questions are more helpful articulated as,
What do we value most about this process? What is working best? What
do we want to do more of? How can we do more of that? What do we
want to do less of? Where do we want to go from here? How can we best
get there?
These questions, asked, answered and continually reflected on by all participants, in
juxtaposition with the commonly defined goals (which also change over time) - best
guide the process. Not questions about is this or isn’t it, but rather to accept that this
both is and it isn’t, more importantly - are we moving in the direction we want to go?
Are we moving there in ways that are true to our common goals, and our underlying
beliefs and values?
What difference did this project make? Were people changed? Was I changed?
Was the project sustainable? Will the changes be sustained? Would I do it again? In
other words, we did the project - so what? The primary “differences” this project
made, according to the narrations of the participants, are in terms of changes in their
belief in their own power. Participants describe feeling more powerful, beginning to
believe that their knowledge and ways of knowing are valid and legitimate, feeling the
confidence and ability to take action in wider arenas, to speak out, to ask to be heard, to
want to participate more and more in making the decisions that affect their lives and the
lives of others, feeling more connected, a greater sense of empathy, and a stronger
desire and ability to work to challenge inequity and to make positive change. This is
what they said. Is it true? It is true that this is what they said. It is true that in the
context of the Changes Project, participants took action, spoke out more, voiced
themselves in new arenas. It is true that they talk about the effects of this greater
confidence, and stronger feelings of connectedness and ability, in their families and in
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their personal lives, and some talked about changes in future directions, goals and
careers. This dissertation contains people’s stories of their lives - their narrations, not
their lives. There is some relationship, however, between someone saying they feel
more powerful and someone being more powerful.
To what extent were these changes sustained? That is difficult to say. My
feeling is that for some of the participants, who had a certain amount of support already
existent in their lives, the project was a springboard that allowed them to move on in
new directions. For others, however, for whom there were very few supports already
existent - such as the participants from RWN - my feeling is that the project was a
stepping stone of sorts, but once it ended there was no place to step to. In other words,
in the context of the project and the support it provided, these participants felt a greater
sense of strength and confidence - and acted from this base. After the project ended
however, and that foundation was no longer there, I question whether they have been
able to sustain those feelings of strength and ability. They needed - and they expressed
this - ongoing support - and the project could not provide that. The project was
profound while it was in existence, but they each felt so deeply powerless and
disenfranchised (and were in many ways) in their own lives - that the Changes Project
alone simply could not be enough. And we had no mechanism for extending the project
into a network of ongoing support that would continue organically, on its own.
Once the funding ended, the project ended. In this sense, the project itself was
not sustainable. The question is, to what extent were the changes the participants
experienced - or enacted - ongoing? For the RWN team members, they may not have
been. For other participants, they may have had farther-reaching impacts. One
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participant, for example, began a bachelor’s degree at a top university (she received a
full scholarship and went back to school at the age of 35), and others pursued new
career directions based on their desire to continue to do they type of work they got
involved in during the course of the Changes Project. Whether the decision to join the
university program would have happened without the Changes Project, I don’t know.
Whether or not the new directions participants were going in at the end of the project in
terms of their work and their commitments to being involved in social change have been
sustained, I don’t know either. These questions are beyond the scope of this study. I
can, however, talk about myself.
The SRFs describe changes they experienced in their narrations of - and
reflections on - their participation in the project. I can address the ways in which my
learning, as an SRF, has played out since the project ended. The qualities the Changes
Project fostered - how to listen better and deeper, how to be comfortable with
nebulousness and with messy complex group processes, how to know when to give over
control, but yet to take leadership when its needed, how to hold up the mirror and not be
afraid of what you see, how to know you’ve made a mistake and to learn from it and
move on -1 have continued to reflect on and to incorporate into my practice since the
project ended. And I continue to reflect on - and in small ways be a part of - where
social change comes from, how it arises and is sustained, and how I can be best foster it.
Above all, however, the Changes Project taught me (again, deeply) that 1) in order to
effect positive change, those affected by the issues themselves - whether it be university
students or villagers - must have a say in designing, defining and directing the decisions
that are made; and 2) that the most powerful and positive change comes through acting

356

from the heart not just the head - from analysis and reflection, but also from empathy,
compassion, the ability to listen and to really hear, and from love.
The project also taught me about the quality of space that can lead to deepening
of empathy, the growth of compassion, and the challenging of stereotypes and bias what this space is made of and what qualities it has to have. It is made of diverse
people coming together for a common purpose and it has the qualities of listening, story
telling, collective reflection, trust, positive regard and respect. It is a safe space to
practice, to try out who you are, to listen, to learn and to question. It is a space in which
we get to know each other and ourselves in ways that allow us to feel more connected,
stronger and more powerful. It is a profound type of space. It is fertile ground, the
place where we can plant the seeds that will grow into a healthier, more just world. As
Kate said when talking about where she believes social change comes from,
It’s groups of individuals working together - what... sparks everyone’s
energy, that they can work on, that they feel passionate about, that goes
together ... national, global.” This has been a profound learning.
We were able to foster a space - or spaces - within the Changes Project that allowed
this to happen. This was profound.
To return then to the beginning.
How can be create space for people to articulate their world in the face of
the power structures which silence them? (Reason and Bradbury, p. 17,
2004)
The qualities and characteristics of the Changes Project that fostered this
are these:
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1. All of the team members were affected by the issues we were researching.
2. We took action and spoke out.
3. There was ownership of the project by the participants.
4. The work we did, the knowledge that was generated, came back to benefit
those most affected by the issues.
5. We developed a common space that had the qualities of: safety, diversity,
caring and respect. This space became a practice ground for voice, for
listening and telling stories, and for valuing and being valued. It was a
community of practice, and it became of place of possibility and
imagination - where we could develop common goals and learn to believe
in our abilities to work towards realizing them.
The quality of the space that is created, the relationships that are developed and the
experiences that are being examined, will have a strong impact on the type and quality
of knowing that emerges. In order to ensure that as educators we are allowing those we
educate to educate us, we need to create educational spaces that are participative and
engage in collective reflection in common with those we work. Adults are the experts
on their lives. As adult educators, designing programs for adults, let us find out what
they have to say about their lives, their needs and their short and long-term goals. Only
in this way can we create meaningful and relevant programs. Programs based on
adults’ expressed goals and needs are the most likely to succeed in helping them to meet
their goals.

As Jenny said, our role is to, “Open the gates and keep them open.”

Participatory research and/or participatory educational initiatives are one means of
doing this.
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APPENDIX

THE CHANGES PROJECT
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Background

The Changes Project was a multi-faceted, multi-layered project involving six
partners, three years, and over 600 participants. Funding came through a Field-Initiated
Grant from the Office of Educational Research and Improvement at the US Department
of Education. The goal of the project was to use participatory education and research
methods to look at how the issues of Welfare Reform, Immigration Reform, and the
changing workplace were affecting the learning and achievement of adult students. The
project was conducted regionally in Western Massachusetts, and involved a
collaboration of five different adult literacy and education sites: The Mentor Program at
Holyoke Community College; the Center for New Americans; the International
Language Institute of Massachusetts; the University of Massachusetts at Amherst’s
Labor/Management Workplace Education Program; and, Read/Write/Now Adult and
Family Learning Center of the Springfield Library and Museums.
The project was coordinated by the Western Regional System for Adult Basic
Education Support. It was funded in the fall of 1997, and site-based project activities
began in January of 1998. Most site-based project activities were concluded by
December of 1999, although various components of the project were still ongoing until
Fall, 2000. In this appendix, I provide a fairly detailed description of the project, its
goals, its underlying philosophy, and its processes. I will draw heavily from the
Changes Project Proposal (1997), and from the Changes Project Report (2000). The
proposal was written by the partner programs. The report was written collaboratively

360

by all of the Changes Project members, and is the best, and most comprehensive, source
of information on the project and its participants.
The project was initiated by a group of educators from adult education and
literacy programs in Western Massachusetts who sought funding to research - using
participatory methods - key issues affecting adult learners. Welfare Reform,
Immigration Reform, and the Changing Workplace were identified by the group as
three of the most pressing issues affecting adult learners at that time. This was
articulated in the project proposal,
There are many issues facing the adult students in this nation who wish to
acquire basic literacy skills, attain their GED, enroll in an English as a
Second Language Class or upgrade their skills in the workplace. Yet,
without doubt, foremost among these issues are: welfare reform, new
immigrant legislation, and the changing workplace. These societal
changes are affecting adult students in their multiple roles as workers,
parents, community members and citizens. The implications of welfare
reform, new immigrant legislation, and the changing workplace deserve
our attention. (Changes Project Proposal, 1997, p. 4)
Why were these three issues chosen? It was early 1997. Welfare reform
policies, “instituted on a federal level under the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), [had been] signed by Clinton in 1996,”
(The Changes Project, 2000, p. 48). Massachusetts instituted its own reform plan which
was known as “Chapter 5.” “[It] was fully enacted in December 1996. Chapter 5
restrictions were more severe than the federal policy’s, and its effects were already
being seen,” (Changes Project Report, 2000, p. 48). Several aspects of the bill were
generating the greatest concern amongst adult educators. This concern was supported
by observation, and was later corroborated by adult learners who participated in the
project. Three aspects of the bill were talked about as having the greatest impact:
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The two-year time limit on benefits; the work requirement, which requires
people with school-aged children to perform either volunteer or paid work
for twenty hours a week; and the Family Cap Law, which denies welfare
benefits to any children bom after the two-year time limit has been applied
to their parent’s case. (The Changes Project, 2000, p. 48).
The Changes Project Proposal states that.
Since the new law went into effect, some Adult Basic Education programs
have been reporting a decline in retention and enrollment. Welfare
recipients are reporting difficulty juggling care for their families, work
requirements and participation in ABE programs. Some recipients believe
they must find a job immediately and are dropping our or not enrolling in
educational programs and taking minimum wage, low-skill jobs with no
benefits. (1997, p. 7).
In addition, Massachusetts’ welfare reform includes, “the elimination of
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Aid to Families with Dependent Children
benefits for legal immigrants,” (Changes Project Proposal, 1997, p. 8). The potential
effects for adult learners and adult education programs were great.
New immigrant legislation was also having an impact. “Massachusetts, the state
with the seventh fastest growing immigrant population in the US, has been affected by
the New Immigration Reform Bill passed on September 30, 1996,” (Changes Project
Proposal, 1997, p. 8). The greatest concerns were about - and which were also later
corroborated by participants’ comments and experiences - “immigrants and other
newcomers [confusion or unawareness about] how the changing immigration laws and
regulations [were affecting] them,” (The Changes Project, 2000, p. 3). As the Changes
Project report describes.
As with welfare, accurate and accessible information is difficult to get
about changing visa status, applying for a Green Card or becoming a U S.
citizen. In addition, immigrants are confused about the public benefits
they are legally eligible to receive and concerned about how receiving
benefits will impact their immigration status. Some students have
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incorrect information, others wrongly believe that they are completely
ineligible for public benefits,” (The Changes Project, 2000, p. 3).
At the time the Changes Project proposal was written, there was a great deal of
concern about the effects that these new laws would have on immigrants, and on the
services - including English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and citizenship
programs - designed to support them. This was accompanied by confusion about the
new laws. If service providers were confused, how could newly arrived immigrants
hope to understand the changes? One of the Changes Project’s goals was to begin to
make sense of the new laws in order to have a better understanding of how they would
affect immigrants and refugees, and specifically, their educational goals and needs.
The changing workplace was also at the forefront of adult educators’ and adult
students’ minds. With the rapid increase of technology, and the increased demand for
worker flexibility, traditional job skills training programs were coming into question.
What types of skills do workers need to get and keep jobs in the new millennium? How
can adult education programs help to support this type of skill development? The
Changes Project Proposal states that:
Employers across our region are demanding new basic skills from new
hires and incumbent workers. On both a national and state level, the basic
skills for entry-level work are changing. Forty million American adults
need to improve their literacy skills. Until they improve their basic
education skills, these adults cannot compete effectively for today’s jobs.
Workers, even at the entry level, are required to read manuals, write,
synthesize information, and have basic computer skills. Both workers and
employers are recognizing the need to develop a more skilled workforce...
A survey of Franklin and Hampshire county employers and labor unions
revealed that most employers and unions were already defining effective
problem-solving, communication, and team-work skills as the new basic
skills of the workplace (Source: the University of Massachusetts
Labor/Management Workplace Education Program.) The changing nature
of work has already begun to affect the curriculums of ABE programs.
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The data gathered from the research we propose will guide educators in
developing programs that will truly meet the needs of adult workers. (The
Changes Project Proposal, 1997, pp. 9-10)
Helping adults to meet the needs of the changing workplace was clearly a concern of
education programs.

Philosophy
The need to explore these issues, and their effect on adult learners, was clear.
The Changes Project was also committed, however, to using participatory methods in
order to do so. This commitment was philosophical as well as practical. Each of the
participating partners believed that participatory methods - both in research and in
education - are both ethical and just. They support the type of skills, knowledge, and
personal development that helps us to grow as confident, contributing members of our
society - with the potential to change, and to be changed. Participatory methods can also
contribute significantly to the type of results obtained through research. The following
is from the Changes Project report:
Participation - both philosophically and practically - was central to our
work in the Changes Project. We know from the literature on
participatory action research that the engagement of those individuals
most directly affected by the issue under investigation brings a perspective
to the research that’s not often heard. Consequently, the data gathered is
more likely to have validity within its context. In addition, the process
itself may strengthen the very skills and knowledge participants need to
create meaningful change in their lives. These principles are at the core of
this study and our goal to engage adult learners in understanding the three
issues and their effects on learning. (2000, p. 14)
The beliefs, values and assumptions of the Changes Project are stated clearly in
the report. It is important to include these here since these beliefs and underlying
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assumptions shaped and informed every aspect and process of the project from start to
finish.
The beliefs and assumptions informing how the research was conducted were:
Research conducted in partnership with those directly affected by the
issues becomes a process through which we learn and hear from those in
the best position to know and in the best position to act on what they
know.
Adults learners have a wide range of expertise derived from their
particular experiences and contexts, and are in the best position to
articulate their knowledge as it relates to them and their communities.
(The Changes Project, 2000, p. 14)
Those informing how the participating adult learners engaged in the research
are:
Research is a process of learning, generating knowledge, building skills
and capacities (including strengthening voice and the ability to express
ourselves and advocate for ourselves), and taking action to make desired
changes.
Social change begins with personal change—the personal and the political
are connected. (The Changes Project, 2000, p. 15)
The beliefs and assumptions of the Changes Project members were directly
related to the project’s purpose. There was a desire to learn more about critical issues
facing adult learners, and education programs striving to support them, but also to
create a project that would serve as a model for the type of work its practitioners valued.
If the process of participating in the project could help participants to achieve their
goals - personal, professional and/or educational - then the work of the Changes Project
would truly be consistent with its philosophy. The influences on Changes Project
philosophy came not only from the field of participatory research, but also from the
field of literacy education. The six partners originally collaborating to write the
proposal for the project (and who remained partners throughout the project) were all
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committed to literacy as a means of working towards a more equitable society. Literacy
and education are perceived as political acts.
Through the practice of education, we move people - and are in turn
moved - and critical literacy educators are cognizant of the responsibility
this entails. The Changes Project partners’ philosophies were those of
critical literacy educators. They - we - believed in the importance of
articulating the types of changes we value, in order to inform our process
and our practice, and also so that we ourselves may remain open to
challenge and to change. Education, as a process of change, affects all
who are involved. As educators committed to social change, we must
acknowledge our biases and assumptions, we must acknowledge our
power, but we must also remain open to transformation. It is not easy, but
it is no less than we ask of those with whom we work. To move in any
other way would be to act inconsistently with the goals, and underlying
values, of critical educators. (Changes Project Proposal, 1997, p. 15)
To this end, the Changes Project process was iterative, involving ongoing cycles
of action, reflection and action. At every step of the way we questioned our practice,
our process, our goals, and the project design. We did this in our teams, in the Site
Research Facilitator meetings, via e-mail, and in our whole group gatherings. It was an
aspect of the project consciously designed to help us to work in ways consistent with
our beliefs, to challenge our process to evolve as our beliefs and values evolved, to
learn from each other, and to remain open to new ways of being and doing.
The Changes Project strove to live its philosophy. The ways in which and the
extent to which we did that, are evident in the meaning its participants made. The
beliefs influencing the overall structure and day-to-day operation of the project affected
both process as well as outcomes.
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Who We Were and How We Did the Work
How the work of the Changes Project was carried out was influenced by the
assumptions and beliefs underlying the project’s philosophy as well as by commitments
made to the funder (for example, how many interviews we would conduct, that we
would conduct a survey, that we would write a final report). The project philosophy
was influential, however, in developing the ground rules by which we were to do our
work. These related both to process and method as well as how the project was
structured. These ground rules are as follows:
Moving from Local to Whole and Back Again: On the "local" or
program level, the Changes Project was comprised of research teams of
learners and a half-time Site Research Facilitator. As a whole, it was
comprised of all five teams, the project coordinator, as well as the
methodological consultant and evaluator, and members of the Research
Advisory Group. Throughout the project, the work moved between the
‘local’ of the individual teams and the ‘whole’ of the entire project.
Making the Work Accessible: One of our key assumptions is that there
are multiple ways of learning, developing knowledge, and articulating
knowledge. In order to work together we needed to be inclusive of these
multiple ways and ensure that the substance of our work~the ‘talk’ and
‘text’~was accessible to all of us. This was an ongoing challenge
because of the diverse literacy and schooling levels, multiple languages,
diverse cultures and different "home" programs of the participants.
Conducting Research in Ways That Made Sense Locally: The members
of the research teams knew best how to talk with their peers and
colleagues. Sometimes we used different means of gathering
information because doing so meant that we would get better
information. Research team members led the way. (The Changes
Project, 2000, pp. 14-15)
The ways in which the philosophy and guiding principles influenced the structure of the
work are reflected in the following:
The project was designed to have three phases of data collection, each
containing a round of interviews, one focus group and the administration
of one survey. Observation was an ongoing part of the project. Because of
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its participatory action research structure, analysis occurred at a number of
places within the Changes Project. Each site team conducted analysis of
the data they gathered. The Site Research Facilitators group (which
included the five SRFs and the project coordinator) also conducted
analysis, and the whole project conducted analysis together. Teams
engaged in a variety of analytic activities in addition to straight text
coding. These other analytic activities included the use of trees [this refers
to a visual learning tool], theater, and metaphor analysis.
Because our research was rooted in participatory action research
traditions, the critical junctures between data gathering, analysis and
action were key sources of data, key catalysts, and locations for powerful
analysis and key opportunities for taking action. These critical junctures
included writing activities, investigation, action to spur institutional
changes, personal assistance, and presentation of research on issues of
critical importance to the learners working as researchers.
These ground rules, assumptions and beliefs represent an overview of the
Changes Project's philosophical approach to methodology. (The Changes
Project, 2000, pp. 15-16)
The work of the Changes Project was carried out by, and supported through, a
number of different people and entities. These include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Project Coordination and Project Coordinator
Project Sites
Site Research Teams
Site Research Facilitators
Research Advisory Team
Methodological Consultant
Project Evaluator

Each carried out work both separately from, as well as in connection with, the others.
All of the work of the project was under the Changes Project umbrella, and was guided
by the project’s philosophy, its structure, and its grant commitments.
descriptions of each of these groups and their activities.
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What follows are

Project Coordination and Project Coordinator
Project Coordination took place at the Western Massachusetts Regional System
for Adult Basic Education Support (SABES West). Coordination of the grant and the
project was provided by SABES West. This involved overall budget management,
communication with and reporting to the Rinding agency (the Office of Educational
Research and Information, OERI, at the National Department of Education),
responsiveness in ensuring that grant expectations were met, and coordination of
ongoing project work and activities. The Project Coordinator was Alex Risley
Schroeder, an employee of SABES West (and who was also a part of the initial grant
writing process of the Changes Project). In addition to the activities listed above, Alex
provided leadership; logistical and technical support; and, helped us to take initiative
on, keep track of, and plan around, grant commitments.
The mission and philosophy of the coordinating body, SABES West, influenced
the goals and work of the Changes Project, and so I want to provide a fairly detailed
description. The System for Adult Basic Education (SABES) is a statewide initiative,
and it is within this context that SABES West is housed. SABES provides training and
technical assistance for educators and programs in Massachusetts through Regional
Support Centers located at community colleges in five regions of the state. It was
established in 1990 by the Massachusetts Department of Education, “to help Adult
Basic Education (ABE) practitioners further develop the skills, talents and knowledge
needed to provide exemplary educational services to adult learners.” (SABES, n.d.)
SABES’ vision and mission statement assert that: Massachusetts will have an integrated Adult Basic Education (ABE)
system which assists ABE and English for speakers of Other Languages
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(ESOL) learners to reach their full potential and goals as individuals,
parents, community members, and workers. SABES contributes to the
vision by promoting effective instruction and enhanced learning program
quality. (Western Massachusetts Adult Basic Education Directory, 199798, p. vi)
The following is the description of SABES West, the coordinating body for the
Changes Project, self-selected for inclusion in the Changes Project report:
The Western Regional Support Center of the Massachusetts System for
Adult Basic Education Support (also known as SABES West) at Holyoke
Community College, [has been] in existence for more than 10 years. ...
SABES West provides staff and program development and technical
assistance to the more than 60 adult literacy programs in the four counties
of Western Massachusetts. SABES West programming includes long- and
short-term staff and program development activities such as workshops,
mini-courses, study circles, teacher research, conferences, symposiums,
curriculum development, and collaboration building among providers in
the region, in such areas as research, assessment, technology, health,
family literacy, employability.
Annually, more than 150 teachers participate in SABES West activities,
and through their work more than 2,000 adult learners are also reached.
SABES West is a member of the New England Literacy Resource Center,
a coalition of New England state adult literacy resource centers. SABES
West also works with the Massachusetts Coalition for Adult Educators and
is connected with the Massachusetts-based National Center for the Study
of Adult Literacy and Learning. (Changes Project, 2000, p. 9)

Project Sites
The project sites are the five adult education programs that collaborated with
SABES West to become partners in the Changes Project. Two are ESOL programs, one
is an adult basic education program, one a workplace education program, and one a
community college mentor program. Each housed a Site Research Team which
included as its members a Site Research Facilitator and adult learners from the program.
These teams carried out Changes Project research and activities on a day-to-day basis.
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Survey, focus group and interview participants came from each of these sites, except in
the case of the Mentor Program, whose research participants also came from local adult
and teen education projects its services support. Additionally, each project site managed
its own portion of the Changes Project budget used to support Site Research
Facilitators, Team Members, travel, and materials.
Each Project Site wrote a self-description for the Changes Project report which
are included here.

Center for New Americans
The Center for New Americans (CNA), a community-based, non-profit
adult education center, provides the immigrant, refugee, and migrant
communities of the Pioneer Valley with the education and resources to
learn English, become involved members of their new communities, and
ultimately obtain the tools necessary to secure economic independence
and stability. CNA has grown from a tiny program, which served 15
Tibetan learners in 1992, to a multi-site, community-based organization,
which served over 400 people from 30 countries in fiscal year 1999.
These newcomers were served through CNA's five programs which
include: 1) English for Speakers of Other Languages classes at the
Beginning and Intermediate Level, 2) The Community Computer Lab
offering basic computer instruction at CNA's three sites, 3) A Citizenship
Assistance Program which assists low-income immigrants to obtain
citizenship, 4) An Action Research Program in which learners
investigate problems confronting newcomers to this country and take
action to solve these problems, and 5) Volunteer Tutor Program to
connect native speakers with CNA learners and work toward meeting
individual goals.
These programs are offered at CNA's three sites in Amherst, Greenfield,
and Northampton. Eighty-five percent of learners are immigrants or
refugees from other countries. Twelve percent are Puerto Rican bom
U S. citizens, 62% are women, and 38% are men. Additionally, 84% of
CNA learners have incomes that fall into the U S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development's categories of Very Low or Low
Income.
The range of learners' country of origin varies year to year. The refugee
population in particular varies depending on the ethnic groups being
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re-settled by local refugee assistance organizations. The following 1998
statistics provide a snapshot of the organization during the period of the
Changes Project research: 41% Asian (from countries such as China,
Cambodia, India, Taiwan, South Korea, and Tibet, for example), 36%
Hispanic/Latino (from countries such as El Salvador, Colombia, Mexico,
and Puerto Rican bom U.S. citizens), 21% Caucasian (from countries
such Russia, the Republic of Moldova, Uzbekistan, and the United States
mainland, for example), and 2% Middle Eastern (from countries such as
Iran and Israel).
International Language Institute
The International Language Institute of Massachusetts (ILI), begun in
1984, is a Northampton, Massachusetts based, non-profit language
school providing comprehensive training in English and other languages.
ELI is accredited by the Accrediting Council for Continuing Education
and Training and serves approximately 550 learners per year. The
school's teaching philosophy is learner-centered and participatory.
ELI has been funded by the Massachusetts Department of Education
since 1987 to provide free services to immigrants and refugees. ILI's free
programs seek to meet the needs of immigrant learners in their roles as
individuals, parents, workers, and community members. Most ILI
learners are employed adults. They come from a broad range of countries
and cultures including Brazil, Cambodia, China, Colombia, Congo,
Ecuador, Germany, EEong Kong, India, Iran, Japan, Korea, Poland,
Puerto Rico, Russia, Taiwan, Tibet, and Turkey.
In Northampton, ELI provides free ESOL classes, with employment and
computer literacy components. Instruction is supported by trained
volunteer tutors from the community. ELI also matches immigrant
learners with native English speakers who are interested in practicing the
learner's native language. Examers also have access to ELI's Self-Access
Center, which houses an Internet-connected computer lab, and video and
audio equipment.
In addition, ELI serves immigrants through an ESOL Distance Learning
pilot program in Springfield in collaboration with the Corporation for
Public Management, offers ESOL Teacher certificate courses and other
teacher training programs, and a small international Intensive English
program. It also provides the language program at Hampshire College in
Amherst, Massachusetts and language and cultural awareness programs
on-site at area businesses and organizations.
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The Mentor Program
The Mentor Program (MP) at Holyoke Community College (HCC) is a
college transition program that was founded in 1993 to serve learners in
various educational programs in the Holyoke, Massachusetts area who
are interested in higher education, but have traditionally had limited
access to college. The program has been funded by grants from the
Nellie Mae Fund for Education and the Massachusetts Department of
Education. The program is part of a formal collaboration with three other
Holyoke adult literacy providers, and works with six additional
education programs, including three public schools. Approximately 20
mentors from HCC work with learners from these nine programs. The
program is bilingual, offering writing workshops, mini-courses, panel
discussions, tours and field trips, academic advising and personal
counseling in both English and Spanish. HCC mentors work closely with
newly enrolled and prospective community college learners, informing
them about the community college experience and offering academic and
personal support to help them make a successful transition to college.
The Mentor Program serves Hampden and Hampshire County, with the
majority of learners living in Holyoke. In 1999 the Mentor Program
worked with approximately 300 adult learners enrolled in adult basic
education programs, secondary public schools and Holyoke Community
College. Ninety percent of the learners were female, 10% male.
Eighty-five percent were Latino, primarily Puerto Rican; 2% were
African American, 10% Caucasian and 3% mixed ethnicity. Of 300
learners, four were physically handicapped. One hundred and forty-four
were ESOL learners. Thirty were homeless at some point during the
year. Two hundred and fifty were either pregnant or parenting. One
hundred percent of the learners were low-income learners, living on
incomes below the poverty line. Of these, 90% were either welfare or SSI
recipients.
Read/W rite/Now
The Read/Write/Now Adult and Family Learning Center (RWN) is a
learner-centered, multi-cultural literacy program sponsored by the
Springfield City Library and funded with federal, state, and private
funds. The Center has served adult beginning and developing readers and
writers of the greater Springfield area since 1987. RWN offers a
supportive environment using a whole language based curriculum and
computers for word processing and publishing of learner writing. In the
1999/2000 program year, the program will serve 55-65 learners in small
classes with teams of teachers and trained volunteer support. The Center
offers adult basic education classes, a family literacy program funded by
an Even Start grant with adult basic education, early childhood
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education, parent and children together time, parent education and home
learning. The center offers the only evening Pre-GED class in the city.
For the period 10/98-4/99, 52% of RWN learners were women and 48%
men. Thirty-three percent of learners were Black (African American or
Jamaican), another 33% were Hispanic (Puerto Rican), 29% were White
(French Canadian, Irish, Dutch) and 5% were Asian (Korean,
Vietnamese). The majority of learners (72%) are under 45 years of age:
23% fall between 45 and 60 years, with 5% over 60. Forty-six percent of
all learners are employed while 54% are not employed, although they
may be receiving transitional assistance benefits, including unpaid
community service work, disability, workmen's compensation. Social
Security benefits and family support.
Over the past three years since welfare reform was instituted,
Read/Write/Now knows of ten learners who have left school because of
the effects of welfare reform, and estimate that an additional ten learners
left for the same reason.
University of Massachusetts at Amherst Labor/Management Workplace
Education Program
The Labor/Management Workplace Education Program (LMWEP) at the
University of Massachusetts at Amherst offers classes, special projects,
programs, and participatory action research projects to workers and
employers throughout Western Massachusetts and to UM/Amherst
employees, primarily to those workers who are members of the labor
unions that are part of the program's employer/union partnership on
campus. These courses and programs provide opportunities to workers to
explore and act upon issues that affect their working lives. LMWEP
defines workplace education as the set of skills necessary to make
critical decisions on the job, at home, and in the community. These skills
include action research, leadership, communication, critical thinking,
problem solving, as well as basic computer, reading, writing, English,
and math. Special projects include a weekly workers' radio show, video
and media projects, the We Are More Than You See workplace writers
series of publications, and workers' support groups around issues such as
classism and learning disabilities. LMWEP publishes on empowerment
approaches to worker education and provides consultation to emerging
programs in the field.
LMWEP seeks to involve management, labor, and learners at every step
of program operations. The program adheres to a participatory
empowerment philosophy that focuses on workers as whole people.
Founded in 1987, LMWEP is an award-winning employer/union
partnership between the University of Massachusetts, the American
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Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees Local 1776, and
the University Staff Association/Massachusetts Teachers Association.
LMWEP mails spring and fall semester course program flyers to over
2200 AFSCME and USA/MTA union members: classified staff who are
office, service and trades workers. Staff workers also sign up for
LMWEP classes and projects that are listed in the university's Training
and Development catalog, which is mailed to all employees: over 6,000
workers, including classified, professional, and technical staff, graduate
student employees, administrators, and faculty. Out of that pool of
employees, more than 200 UM/Amherst workers have participated as
learners in our program in the past two years. In addition, LMWEP
offers ESOL services in Easthampton, a writing class in Springfield,
workplace education services for at-risk youth in Franklin and
Hampshire counties, a literacy and a computer class in Huntington, and
workplace education liaison services for employers and unions in
Western Massachusetts, (pp. 9-13, The Changes Project, 2000)

The Site Research Teams
Each program site involved in the project created a research team which was
comprised of learners from the program, and a site-research facilitator. During the
course of the two years in which the primary research activities for the Changes Project
were undertaken (the third year involved final analysis, dissemination and report
writing, finalizing of the evaluation, and putting the report on-line), the teams at each
site met regularly (usually at least once a week) to carry out the work of the project.
The following is a description of the research teams compiled for the report.
The way in which we chose to introduce ourselves, in this initial section, reflects both
our desire to talk about the great diversity of who we were and also our sense of unity.
By the time the report was written, there was a sense of connectedness, a sense of
identity as The Changes Project - not teams, but - team.
There were five research teams, one per partner program. The project
coordinator worked out of the SABES West office. Each team was
comprised of adult learners from that program and a half-time Site
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Research Facilitator (SRF). Site Research Facilitators both facilitated
teams and were members. Teams ranged in size from 3 to 14. Teams
worked independently of one another, coming together three times to
conduct analysis across the three issues. Two teams researching the same
issue(s) came together periodically. Teams also came together to do
seven presentations, five of them at national and state conferences, and
for celebrations.
Looking across the five teams, the following list describes the core group
of 34 researchers who engaged in this project: we are whom we studied.
(Eight other learners participated as researchers but were unable to
sustain their commitment due to intervening factors which included
getting a job, personal issues, illness, needing to leave the program due
to reaching the welfare time limit, being too overwhelmed by the
requirements of welfare reform, continuing schooling at another
institution, and changing job requirements.)
Our education levels:
•
•
•
•

Two of us were literacy learners.
Thirty-two of us had high school diplomas.
Nine of us were ESOL learners.
Twenty-two of us were enrolled in higher education, or possessed college
degrees.

Our connections to the issues:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ten of us were current or former welfare recipients.
Four of us were newcomers to the U S. and four of us were newcomers to
the U.S. mainland, originally from Puerto Rico.
We came from the following countries: Brazil, Colombia, Dominican
Republic, Korea, Thailand, and the United States.
Thirty-two of us were employed (14 at UM/Amherst and 18 at other
workplaces).
Eight of us were union members.
Seven of us were either current or former union stewards and one of us is a
former union president.
We held the following jobs in addition to our work as researchers:
restaurant worker, teaching assistant, teacher, mentor, childcare worker,
human service worker, office worker, custodian, mail clerk, nutrition
educators, carpenter, and HVAC tradesworker.
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Our other characteristics:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Twenty-six of us were parents. Of these at least 10 were single parents
Among us we spoke the following languages: English, Korean, Polish,
Portuguese, Spanish, and Thai.
Seventeen of us spoke more than one language.
We included the following ethnicities: African American, Hispanic/Latin
American, European American and Asian.
We ranged in age from 22 to 55.
Twenty-seven of us were women, seven were men. (pp. 7-8, The Changes
Project, 2000)

Site Research Facilitators
The Changes Project had five Site Research Facilitators (SRFs), one per
program site. The SRFs were all current or former employees of the program in which
the team was housed, either as teacher, administrator, or both. In addition, all of the
SRFs had some prior experience doing research, either formally or informally. The role
of the Site Research Facilitators - and I was the SRF for Read/Write/Now - were to
form a team of researchers at the program site, and to work with this team to explore the
three issues (the effects of welfare reform, immigration reform, and the changing
workplace on the needs and achievement of adult learners). The SRFs also met on
regular basis with the Project Coordinator, in weekly “SRF Meetings.” We used these
meetings to plan, to question, to reflect, to learn and to support each other in the
ongoing work of the project. Site Research Facilitators were paid for twenty hours of
work per week.

Team Members Enrolled in the Programs
The term “team members” refers to both Site Research Facilitators as well as
adult learners from the programs. For the purposes of this section, I have used the
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heading above to make the distinction. Team members were selected for, or chose to
become, part of the team through an application process which varied from site to site.
Each team member received a stipend (the amount varied from site to site, but was no
less than $8.00/hour) for their work, and worked approximately five to ten hours per
week. Teams had between three and ten members.

Research Activities
The primary work of the Changes Project was to conduct research on the issues
of welfare reform, immigration reform and the changing workplace, and their effects on
adult learners. This work was carried out in several phases, in a variety of venues, and
using a range of different tools and processes. There were commonalities across the site
research teams in terms of the phases of the work and key activities, but there were also
differences in terms of the ways in which each of the teams carried out the activities,
and the ways in which the teams expressed their knowledge and their desire to take
action around what was being learned. This section includes of summary of the
research phases and activities common to all of the teams, as well as an overview of the
diversity of ways in which the teams engaged in analysis, reflection and action. For a
detailed description of these activities, please see the Changes Project Report, 2000.
The initial phases of the Changes Project included:
•

Team Formation, and

•

Training

Team formation included team member selection at each site, initial team building
activities and choosing of focus issues. Each team had a different focus area or areas
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depending on the issues that were affecting them most. Two teams, for example,
focused primarily on Welfare Reform, one on the changing workplace, one on
Immigration Reform, and one on both Immigration Reform and the changing
workplace. Later, teams also worked collectively around common areas of
investigation.
Training included activities that were conducted at each project site, as well as
large group trainings. Training focused initially on exploring project purpose and goals,
and then moved into training around the specific issues (as needed) and how to conduct
research (philosophy, methods, tools, procedures). Training was conducted by the Site
Research Facilitators at individual sites, and by the project’s university-based
methodological consultants at the large group gatherings. Training was recurrent
throughout the project’s life.
After the team formation and some initial training, research activities began.
Research was conducted in three phases, over the course of the three years of the
project. The phases are as follows:
•

Data Collection Phase One: Interviews

•

Analysis Fest One (whole group data analysis)

•

Data Collection Phase Two: Interviews, focus groups, whole group survey

•

Analysis Fest Two (whole group data analysis)

•

Data Collection Phase Three: Interviews, focus groups, welfare-focused survey,
immigrant-focused survey and workplace change-focused survey

•

Analysis Fest Three (whole group data analysis)
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Each phase of the research involved question generating. The questions came from the
teams as they reflected on the issues - and later on analysis and reflection of data
already gathered. The team members had the greatest insight into the issues and
therefore were in the best position to generate the questions to lead us into the first (and
each subsequent) phase of data collection. Cross-pollination occurred as the questions
were shared across teams.
The first phase focused on interviews, as this was the most comfortable entrypoint for many of the team members. Interviews allowed both literate and non-literate
team members, native speakers of English and non-native speakers, to have a venue in
which to engage with others (their peers and classmates in the programs, as well as
friends, family members and - in some cases - those with whom they worked) to start
collecting information related to the questions.
In the second and third phases of data collection, teams had developed greater
confidence in their abilities and in their knowledge about what research is, what it
means to be a researcher, and how to conduct research. We continued doing interviews,
but also branched out into conducting focus groups, doing surveys (one broad-based
survey which all five teams created jointly and which we had promised the funders we
would do, and other, smaller more issue-focused surveys) and capturing observations.
Analysis and reflection of the data was done on an ongoing basis in the teams.
The research process was iterative involving a continual cycle of action, reflection and
action. The Analysis Fests were an opportunity for us to come together as a whole
group, all five teams, and analyze the data being gathered across all of the sites, and
work together in the process of identifying and developing common themes. Analysis
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Fests were also a vehicle for the project to develop a stronger, unified identity, and for
team members to get to know each other. These became a space in which we
broadened and deepened our understanding, came to know with both our heads as well
as our hearts - through and with each other as well as through the data - and generated
energy, confidence and an increased passion for what we were doing (see Chapters 4 &
5). The common themes emergent from the Analysis Fests then became the
springboards for the next phase of question generation and data collection.
There were commonalities across the teams in terms of the procedures we used
for data collection. In other words, interview questions were shared across sites before
the interview protocols were finalized, interviews were taped, focus groups had some
common focus questions, and the whole group survey had a uniform format. At the
same time, each of the teams had their own particular flavor. This was influenced by
the personalities and characteristics of each group, the particular focus areas, as well as
literacy levels and native languages. Groups had their own styles, as well as their own
unique techniques, methods and processes for data collection, reflection and analysis.
Examples of these, from each of the teams, as described in the Changes Project final
report, are presented below.
The Mentor Program developed a process they called “metaphor analysis.”
They used this for both data collection, analysis and reflection, and later, for some of
the actions they took to address the issues they were researching. What follows is a
description of the process:
The work of metaphor analysis examines and ‘unpacks’ metaphors used
by learners to describe the effects of welfare reform. The MP team came
to realize that the metaphors people use in everyday language are rich
sources of information about their knowledge, perceptions, relationships
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to and within the world, as well as their cognition. In addition, because
metaphors are fundamental to the way the human conceptual system is
structured, a person’s ability to create and use a complex metaphor is
independent of their literacy level or the language that they speak,
making metaphor analysis particularly appropriate for this project.
Here is an example developed by Betty Falcon, a MP team member. Her
metaphor was: “As a welfare recipient, I am the seed in a watermelon.”
Although the relationship between the two is not obvious at first, she
uses the seed to express her feelings of isolation as a welfare recipient;
her separation from others in similar circumstances; her sense of being
trapped; and her inability to break out of the system in order to
“germinate,” to become productive and self-sufficient. In essence, she is
imposing one conceptual domain upon another in her metaphor in order
to express a meaning that is unique to her situation and to a particular
time and place in history, thus creating a new similarity between the two
concepts that previously had no obvious similarity. After analyzing her
“watermelon seed” metaphor, this participant extended her metaphor
even further by writing a poem. (The Changes Project Report, 2000, pp.
141-142)
Here is an example of how the Mentor Project used metaphor analysis in data
collection:
The Mentor Project developed a focus group activity to get more data on
the theme of support and based it on their metaphor analysis work. ...
Here is a description of their activity, in the words of the MP SRF:
“Because we knew from our first round of data analysis that learners
talked about support as something they both give and receive, focus
group facilitators created a visual metaphor for their group. Using a
poster paper “wall,” participants were told that the wall represented the
idea of support in an individual's life. The “blocks” represented the
supports people receive, while the “mortar” (the spaces around the
blocks), represented the supports they give to others. The bottom tier of
blocks and mortar in the templates represented an individual's foundation
of supports necessary to sustain life. The next tier up represented
supports an individual needs in order to go to school and to stay in
school. The top tier represented supports that improve the quality of a
person's life, though these particular supports may not be necessary to
sustain life.
Both the second and third focus groups provided us with a great deal of
information about how participants organize their lives around the
networks of support to which they are intricately, and often inextricably.
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connected. We were able to collect data in these focus groups that gave
us a very complex picture of people's lives within these networks of
support. The focus groups were also excellent laboratories for
developing recommendations based on the findings we later developed.
Many of the participants articulated a number of thoughtful
recommendations for educational programs and suggestions to policy
makers for improvements in the way they serve learners who are welfare
recipients. (The Changes Project Report, 2000, p. 132)
All of the programs used trees as a visual analytic tool. This was a particularly
useful tool at Read/Write/Now - an adult literacy program - because it allowed the team
members to engage in a non-oral method of analysis, reflection and representation
without being entirely dependent on text. A description of their use of trees is included
below:
Trees were used so often and in so many different ways at
Read/Write/Now that it became almost a mascot for the team, a symbol
that took on a life of its own. The first tree the team created grew to
about twelve feet tall and was a melange of colored construction paper,
writing, trunks and leaves and fruit and soil and roots and wind and rain.
The team started meeting in the basement of the building, and that is
where the first tree took root and began to grow: a bright, organic,
colorful creation gaining life in the dark. The team used it to map their
understanding of the issues they were exploring, as a catalyst for
discussion and dialogue, and as a springboard for further inquiry. They
were also able to take it with them to several workshops and
presentations and it was a concrete symbol of their learning, their process
of coming to know, and of them as a team.
On their first tree, the team mapped their understanding of welfare
reform and how it was affecting the people they were talking to at RWN.
The first tree's key is as follows: Soil is what feeds the tree; Roots are the
root causes of welfare reform; the Trunk represents the effects of welfare
reform on people's lives; the Leaves are people's goals, hopes and
dreams; Branches are what people need in order to meet their goals; and
Fruit is what would grow if people were able to reach their goals.
They also included environmental factors (wind, rain, a lumberjack, the
sun, creatures who live in the soil) to symbolize various causes or effects
that didn't seem to belong to the tree itself. These helped to represent the
dynamic and changing nature of people's lives, of policies, and their
interactions. As a team member said: “It is wonderful how we come up
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with things in the spur of the moment and we always go with it and it's
always good-like when we made the first tree, and talked about what the
leaves and fruit and different pieces meant, and added the rain because it
was like people's tear drops.” The tree helped the team to map - as well
as enhance their understanding of - what they were seeing and hearing. It
helped them talk about the intersections between various pieces, to
explore more deeply, contextualize, analyze, to form a more
comprehensive picture, and to see clearly the areas where they wanted to
know more.
As the project progressed, the RWN team used trees again and again in
various contexts and for various purposes. They used a tree map as a
guide for one of their focus group discussions in which they were
concentrating specifically on exploring the theme of support. They called
that tree the Support Tree. They used a tree before their third phase of
data gathering to map what they felt they already knew and what they
wanted to know more about. The team shared this tree with one of the
other Changes Project teams focusing their research on welfare reform.
Sharing the tree gave them feedback and helped them prepare their third
phase of questioning. The team was able to refer to it and add to it as the
third phase progressed. (The Changes Project Report, 2000, pp. 140-141)
Out of the research came a desire to take action (discussed in Chapters 4 and 5
of the dissertation). We all presented at and participated in conferences and rallies on
Welfare and Immigration Reform, and we spoke out to adult educators and legislators
about what we were learning about the effects of all three of the issues on adult
students. In addition, team-specific or collaborative team actions grew out of the
research, sparked by what we were learning and a desire to do something to make
change. Types of actions taken include the following:
What follows, in the words of the Center for New Americans SRF, is the
team's purpose for conducting research and taking action and the
different kinds of action they took.
“An important reason for all of us to work on this project was to be able
to help people. Taking action to use our findings was important and
exciting work for us. We took action by sharing our findings with CNA.
We made presentations to the staff and in November [1999] will be
making a presentation on what we recommend for CNA to do in
response to our findings. We also went into classes to present the
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immigration tree (developed at the second Analysis Fest). We
participated in Immigrants Day at the State House where we presented
the immigration tree and lobbied for budget issues and legislation
relating to immigrants. We shared information with other teachers at the
Network conferences [the Massachusetts Adult Educators conferences in
1998 and 1999] and with social work activists at the Bertha Capen
Reynolds Conference at Smith College.”
A key outcome of work at the Center for New Americans was the
commitment by a group of learners to investigate two learner-identified
needs. After conducting a focus group with the Communication Group (a
CNA class for advanced ESOL learners), class members developed a list
of needs. Small groups then picked two of the needs to investigate in
depth: getting a driver's license and accessing benefits. After completing
research, groups developed presentations and went to the CAN’s
Advanced Intermediate Class to deliver them. (The Changes Project
Report, 2000, pp. 143-144)
This is from the Mentor Program:
In one of the Mentor Program’s writing workshops for teen mothers in a
GED program, participants (which included the teens and community
college mentors) decided they wanted to write about how welfare reform
affected their lives. After generating a collection of essays and poems,
the writers discussed a variety of actions they could take on the issues
they wrote about. After much discussion, the group decided to draft a
“Mother's Day Letter” that included excerpts from their essays and a
poem written by the whole group. This letter, entitled “What’s Going to
Happen to Us” (see the Appendix), was sent to legislators, adult basic
education programs, local newspapers and radio stations. The directors
of the GED program were so impressed with the letter that they attached
it to their annual Mother’s Day fundraising appeal.
In response to the letter, a local newspaper sent out a reporter to
interview some of the young writers, and published a story about the
impact of welfare reform on teen parents. As this story suggests, the
writing and data gathering activities had a variety of positive, powerful
outcomes. The writers saw how their life experiences could be used as
the subject matter of essays and poems. They learned that by working
together and developing a collective voice, they could inform the public
about their experiences as welfare recipients and learners. Not only did
they enhance their writing skills, they also got a real sense of how the
written word can make people listen and, possibly, change their minds.
Over the ten weeks of the writing workshop, participants identified and
wrote about issues that were affecting them critically. They took action
through compiling a letter, identifying an audience, sending it out, and
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dealing with the local media. The writers learned to work together, to
listen carefully to one another, to think about their own lives within a
larger context, and to reconsider the role of education in their futures.
Strong and supportive relationships developed between the mentors from
the community college and the teens. (Changes Project Report, 2000, p.
143)
The teams worked individually or collectively on the action they took - and
several products emerged. Examples of these are included here:
Analytic work also developed products connected to both analysis and
action. These include two booklets: Voices Making Change and Out on a
Limb, theater scenarios developed about the three issues, ... and a video
on group analytic process. Voices Making Change, put together from
data gathered in the first phase, was organized by the MP team and
published and distributed to legislators, other programs and at
conferences. The RWN team developed Out on a Limb.
The stop action theater scenarios engaged team members in developing
short, three-five minute scenarios around the three central issues. These
scenarios are interrupted at a moment of conflict. Audience members
then have the opportunity to question characters, make suggestions or
predict outcomes. Performers remain in character for the responses. This
form of theater is based on Augusto Boal’s “Theater of the Oppressed”
methods. It is a form of participatory theater developed in the 1970s, and
rooted in the Latin American popular education movements of the last
several decades. Boal’s theater techniques offer learners, teachers,
parents and administrators innovative tools to analyze, address, and
educate others about issues they face in their workplaces and
communities.
Team members from CNA, ELI, RWN, and UM created theater scenarios
dealing with welfare reform, immigration reform and the changing
workplace. ... The welfare reform scenario was called “Please Don’t
Take My Children Away.” It was the story of a single mother just
beginning to learn to read and write who was unable to complete her
education or get a job by the time she reached her two-year time limit.
The story followed her through several scenes in which she visited her
DTA worker and the Housing Authority, eventually returning home to
talk to her friend about her worries and fears about continuing to be able
to support her family and keep custody of her children. At that moment a
DSS worker knocks on the door and informs her that unless she can
prove she has a means of supporting her children, they will have to be
put into foster care. The action is stopped when the main character says,
“Please don't take my children away.” At that point the audience is
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invited to make comments and/or to ask questions of the actors, who
remain in character. We found this to be a powerful means of going more
deeply into our research, and of being able to tell our stories to others.
(Changes Project Report, 2000, pp. 146-147)
Once again, a complete description of the project and its activities is available in
the Changes Project Report. The intent of this appendix was simply to provide a
description and overview of the Project’s philosophy, goals, participants, structure and
activities in order to provide a contextual framework for the dissertation. Outcomes
from the Changes Project are many and varied, and some are reflected in this
dissertation. For the purposes of this appendix, however, I would like to conclude
simply with a final paragraph from the report in which the participants clearly articulate
their values and beliefs about research and literacy.
We all came to this project as researchers, educators and as learners
believing that the research process is a learning process. We believed
the value in this research project consisted not only in the end results of
the study—the findings and recommendations—but also in the process of
doing the research, of seeing the research work as an education
opportunity. Building on Freirian principles, we recognize that it is
through “praxis,” a process of action and reflection, that transformation
occurs (Freire, 1970, p. 68). We believe that reflection on learner
concerns in the classroom is essential for learner success. In participatory
education approaches, literacy is not seen as a set of skills, but rather a
process. In addition, literacy is not divorced from what people do with it
and how it is used in their daily lives, at home, at the workplace, in their
communities. Participatory education is based on a “faith in people's
existing knowledge as a starting point.” (Archer & Cottingham, 1996, p.
15).
Because we believe literacy is connected to daily lives, the personal lives
of learners, we see it as being critically connected to the larger social and
political lives of individuals and groups of individuals. The process of
investigation, the process of reflection, and the process of relational and
reflective knowledge creation links social change with personal change.
The educational programs that learners are engaged in at the five
participating programs (literacy, GED, transition to college, workplace
education) is not set or fixed, but is located in the realities of their lives.
As educator Concha Delgado-Gaitan articulates, “There are no fixed
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formulas that lead to...literacy and empowerment, only possibilities
located in our perception and understanding of the conditions in which
we find ourselves. And through collective engagement, we find meaning
and potentiality to resolve whatever situations confront us” (1996, p.
133). (The Changes Project, 2000, p. 122)
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